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Prologue:
It is said that life is laid back and easy in the islands. I don’t know if that applies to my family. We moved to Belize almost two years ago. We took an undisturbed island and turned it into paradise. My family also bought an eco lodge resort. We have turned it into a popular get away for tourists. It’s more profitable than we ever imagined.
My family was in a terrible car accident just before my first birthday. My mother was killed and I was seriously injured. You could say that I was permanently injured. My grandparents raised me. I was born in Ohio, spent six years in New Mexico. We lived another nine years in Tennessee. My grandparents wanted to retire to Belize. I’m in love with this country and have never felt more alive. My future ahead is bright and I have found the most beautiful island girl in the world. I have no idea why she is crazy about me... Because of my fragile health at the time, my grandparents bought a hyperbaric chamber. Between hyperbaric treatments, stem cells, hydrotherapy, proper nutrition, holistic medicine…and a whole lot of prayer, I have changed. I use to be on a ventilator with twenty-four hour nursing. Now, I’m completely independent, madly in love, a full medical scholarship, my own home, a loving family and a little girl.
Since we have been here, my grandparents adopted a ten-year-old survivor, Joshua. They also took custody of a baby girl when she was only three weeks old. I managed to revive her when I found her and her mother out in a level five hurricane. Her mother died from pneumonia and complications. The rest of her family was lost. The baby girl’s name is Martha. Sierra, my fiancé, wanted to adopt Marty and so did I. We won’t be seventeen years old for a few weeks. Our folks have consented to let us adopt her when we are eighteen but in the meantime we are sharing the responsibility and custody.
Sierra is the love of my life. I am best friends with her cousin, Bo. Sierra was just a good friend, also. But I looked at her one day and—Bam—something changed. Sierra stands about 5’2” tall and weighs almost a hundred pounds. She has long dark brown wavy hair, beautiful golden brown eyes that are surrounded by the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. She has high cheekbones, a little turned up nose, huge dimples, and a beautiful mouth. Sierra really isn’t shy. She doesn’t realize that she’s so beautiful and that she makes my heart stop.
We both received full medical scholarships. We scored high on the entrance test and already had all of our credits to graduate high school... We received our diplomas in the mail. No worries. Our folks and friends gave us the best graduation party ever. We are college bound, engaged, and have a five month old that according to the specialists has the mental capacity of a five year old in a body of an infant. It is tough to look at a baby, sitting up, crawling, standing with assistance and talking in full sentences—when she is still wearing six month old clothes that hang on her or 0-3 months clothing that just fit.
One problem is about to be solved, however. Our home on five acres of beach and jungle is finally finished. All of my family and friends pitched in and even though we had all just about rebuilt Monkey River Town from the last hurricane—this place is the ultimate. It’s amazing. We are truly about to begin our lives. I feel like my life started when we moved to Belize. Then I met Sierra and every morning seems new and exciting and I just can’t wait to get started…
CHAPTER ONE
Josh and I decided that we would hang out at the cove this weekend. Then Bo, William and Joseph decided to join us. Of course David, William’s adopted three-year-old little brother had to come. William’s parents also adopted two boys (Mikie is eight months old) that were also survivors of the hurricane. We are all blood brothers. David started cementing this friendship when he cut his hand on a shell several months ago. We were here at Pirate’s Cove on Palm Caye. We had all been through so much together. The ritual seemed like the right thing to do. We are brothers. I have more friends here than I had in the states.
I was lying on the dock soaking up some rays; when Josh came down to sit by me. “Cody, what do you think college is going to be like?” He asked quietly.
“Busy.” I laughed and propped myself up on my elbow. “It’s going to be pretty weird at first, Josh. I will be online every night or come home, Buddy. I will tell you all about it, okay?”
“Yeah, but it’s going to be a lot different.” He grumbled.
“Do you mean because I’m going to be married?” I asked.
“Well, yeah. It isn’t all of it, though. You guys will be in the city and living a different life. Things will change—different.” He was staring into the water. “I know things change, Cody. It’s just that things never seem to really slow down long enough for us to enjoy them.”
“What are we doing now, Josh?” I asked him quietly.
Josh laughed. “Yeah, well—all of the GIRLS are in the city shopping for all of their dresses and wedding crap. That’s why we have a reprieve, right?”
“Maybe, but you know Sierra has always been one of us, Bubba. That’s not changed.” I told him.
“When you fell head over heels for her, things changed a bunch and you know it!” He laughed and punched me.
“Okay, that’s true but Sierra does understand what we do. So, if we want to go fishing, swimming—anything—well except chase girls—she won’t object. Sierra will be in the middle of it all. She loves you like a little brother.” I looked at him. Josh was settling down. This kid had been through hell the past two years. His folks died in a boating accident, he lived in the jungle by himself for a year, was in the rafting catastrophe, and suffered through Malaria. Things had to seem overwhelming to him. Now, his new big brother was getting married and leaving home.
“Josh, we are three miles from the lodge and maybe five miles from the island. Your Pirate’s Cove is right behind our place. We will be close Bubba, whenever you need us. We have classes but you have a cell phone. If you need me, I’ll be here. You’re my brother Josh, that doesn’t stop just because we are adding Sierra to our family. You’ll always be my brother.” I was serious.
Josh studied my face for a few minutes. “You’re right. If Sierra gives you too hard of a time, I’m here for ya’ Bubba.” He laughed and dove into the warm water. I wasn’t far behind. Then we heard Bo coming before he did his cannonball off of the end of the pier. Marley, our chocolate lab followed. So if Bo thought he was going to splash us to break up a serious moment, Marley was one up. He landed on Bo and sent the boy right back under the water. He came up spewing water and spitting hair. “Not cool, Marley!” Now, that was funny.
William and Joseph brought David and we all had a long swim. It was fun just to be us guys for now—my blood brothers. It had been a while. David entertained us by showing us ‘all’ of his dives—which pretty much looked the same—but we applauded like fools watching the Olympics. Kids were cool. David was one of the coolest.
________
Carol Austin, Cody’s grandmother, drove their Jeep filled with the rest of the ladies. They decided to make a weekend of it. This would be fun. The first stop was breakfast at the beautiful Butterfly Farm that they added to the tour for the lodge. They had brought a lot of business here. The tourists were picked up at the airport and brought here on their first stop, then a Mayan Ruin, a scenic trip down the ocean shoreline and then a cut back across the road that ran parallel to the Belize River for the scenic way into the lodge.
They got out of the Jeep and headed in. Anna and Alan met them in the gardens before they got inside. Anna said; “I have your table ready, Carol! We are not very busy this morning. You have our undivided attention.” She smiled. Anna joined them to discuss the pre wedding dinner. “We have so many ideas! Thank you for using our place! The newspaper plans on covering the whole wedding! Did you know that?” Of course, Anna and Al were thinking commerce.
“I had a phone call yesterday. Mayla and I were just discussing that on the way in. This is going to be a lot bigger than we had planned I’m afraid.” Carol reached over and squeezed Mayla’s hand. Then she grinned at Sierra. “You two aren’t going to get scared and run off on us are you?” She asked her future daughter-in-law.
“No, Mama would kill me!” Sierra laughed.
“You are right, little one. I have only one daughter. Your second vows and choices are your own—this time—we want to be selfish.” Mayla was laughing. Sierra had been a good sport about all of this. Cody had been good, too. He wasn’t happy about the ‘monkey suit’ but he stood for measurements anyway. This would be a beautiful wedding.
“This will be an excellent setting for the pre wedding dinner, Sierra. It’s already beautiful and romantic. It will be great with all of your family and friends here. The wedding will be absolutely perfect at the island. Sarah and I have planted even more tropical flowers out by the falls and Koi pond and Ron and Willie have put a lot of time into the solar set up. Of course Josh has worked nonstop. He says this will be the party of the century!” Carol laughed.
“How is Josh doing?” Sierra asked quietly. She worried about him. He still looked way too thin.
“I think he is doing much better. He only has had one episode since we went back to the island. It’s going to take time for him to really get his strength back. I think he mainly is afraid that he’s losing a brother. I’m sure Cody is setting him straight on that one. They’re pretty close.” Carol was looking out at the gardens.
“Yes, Cody and I have already discussed this. He’s been worried about Josh. We have set up that new computer at the house and we’ll keep the laptop with us, he plans on keeping in touch with Josh constantly. When we are at our house, we thought maybe you would let Bo and Josh stay at his Pirate’s Cove. We are close enough that we could check on them and they could come back and forth. We don’t have all of the answers—but we are working on it.” Sierra said. Marty started squirming in her seat. “What’s up baby girl?” Sierra picked her up.
“Joshie?” Marty yawned.
“It is the boys’ night out, sweetie. You are with all of the girls.” Marty had wrapped her arms around Sierra’s neck. Then she pushed back and stared into her eyes.
“Da?” She asked.
“He’s at the boys’ night out, honey, with Uncle Josh.” Sierra explained gently.
Marty stuck her bottom lip out and looked at her Nana (Carol). “Me too!” She said loudly. “Me a boy! Marty goes there, too!”
Carol tried not to laugh when she pulled the baby that was so grown up into her arms. “Guys do this, Martha. They go fishing, hunting, hanging out and girls go shopping and to dinner and the movies and hanging out. We just need to be different sometimes.”
“Why?” Marty demanded.
“Because sometimes Marty, we are just too smart for them and we drive them crazy! So they get to be guys and we get to be girls. It makes them miss us big time.” Carol was trying to keep a straight face.
“But—but—I miss ‘dem!” Marty cried.
“That’s the great part, honey. We don’t have to tell them how much we miss them. We just tell them what a great time we had. You’ll understand eventually.” Carol was smiling at Sarah and Mayla. This little girl was so intelligent that they had run several tests on her already. She had quite a few doctors scratching their heads in amazement. She was off the charts.
“I unner-stand.” She said flatly.
“You do?” Sierra asked in surprise.
“Yep! Keep ‘em on da’ toes!” She squealed and they laughed. She did understand! God help us all!
The plans for the pre wedding dinner were finished over a delightful breakfast. Sarah, Mayla, and Carol were going to take the baby and shop for the basics and they would meet the girls for lunch in a café in Belize City. Sierra, Annie and Emily were scouting for the best place to purchase the dresses. Then, they would all go there after lunch and figure out measurements and ordering. They had a full schedule planned. Every time Carol looked at Sierra, she was beaming. She looked so excited and happy. The two of them were so young. They had a lot in their favor. They also had the odds against them. And yet, every time that Carol looked at this beautiful island girl, she had no doubts that the two of them would make it. They were very much in love.
________
Emily, Annie and Sierra had become really good friends. Cody brought Annie and Sierra back together. They grew up together but when Bo’s mother died, Sierra spent all of her time with Bo and her family. Annie’s parents used to own the lodge and sold it to Cody’s grandparents. Ron and Carol begged them to stay on, to keep their beautiful home and manage the lodge. They paid both Annie and William who were Sarah and Willie’s teenage kids to work there as well. Then Sierra started working there part time with her mother. She had known Annie in school but not like this. Annie felt like a sister to Sierra now. They told each other everything. Then Emily fell for William and Joseph fell for Annie—sounds complicated, doesn’t it? Not! It just made a fun group to hang out and party. Emily and Joseph would be sophomores at the college that Cody and Sierra were going to and they were already making plans. Annie and William could come and stay with Cody and Sierra and they could all go back home together on the weekend. Somewhere between all of the fun times, they also had to study and keep their grades up.
Emily took the girls straight to the bridal shop that the girls in her class had told her about. It was supposedly SO reasonable and they could order anything at all. The place was really nice. They were greeted by two sales ladies who gave them their undivided attention. The maid of honor and bridesmaid dresses were easy. Annie, Emily and Sierra could all pass for sisters. They had dark golden tans, beautiful brown eyes, and long dark hair—island girls. But they were like stair steps. Emily was 5’6” tall, Annie was 5’4”, and Sierra was 5’2”. The dresses were a pale yellow with high necks in the front, and the back was left bare down to the waistline. They were sleeveless and the skirts flowed down to the matching shoes. They were to wear matching yellow flowers in their hair. The girls made Carol happy when they all decided that they wanted Shelby to be the Maid of Honor. Shelby and Sierra were almost the same size. So they discussed Shelby’s dress to be the same style but in a beautiful mint green. Carol had some amazingly beautiful green orchards that would match perfectly. The expense was not anything close to what they were afraid it was going to be so they were really happy with their choices and knew their mothers would love them as soon as they got a chance to see them. Sierra knew her mother and Carol’s taste were very similar. She promised there would not be a problem.
But then, they started looking at wedding dresses. They were SO expensive that by the third one, Sierra was ready to throw up her hands. She just couldn’t justify the expense. It was crazy. They had college and Marty and so many things that were so much more important. She was getting worried. Yes, they were pretty dresses—but not THAT pretty.
The lady that owned the boutique came over to talk with Sierra. She sat down to talk to her. “Relax, we will think of something that will work, Sweetheart. You shouldn’t be so worried about expense for your wedding dress.”
“I have to worry. My parents cannot afford this. Cody’s grandparents are paying for a lot of the wedding. Yes, they would pay for the dress—but it wouldn’t be right. I cannot ask them to do that. I’d rather get married in my tank top and shorts first.” Sierra looked dejected and Annie and Emily started laughing. “What? What is so funny?” She asked.
“Sierra, you would rather go naked but our families would stroke out!” Annie laughed. Okay, they knew her way too well. Sierra had to smile.
“Okay, this is true. I bet it has been done before…” Her voice trailed off and her eyes were twinkling. “My Mama may understand—but Papa? Cody would be terrified if I showed up naked for our wedding.” She laughed as the manager looked at her funny. “You have to understand, my father is six foot five inches tall, two hundred pounds of solid muscle. He has a deep, gruff voice and I am his only child. Cody has nightmares of Papa giving me away at the altar with my hand in Papa’s arm and his other hand carrying his nice shiny shotgun. I don’t know why, but my father intimidates Cody. Yes,” She shook her head sadly. “My soon to be husband would drop of a heart attack before he could ever say ‘I do’. I guess ‘naked’ is out of the question.” The others were laughing. Sierra could look so ornery at times, her friends felt sorry for Cody. He tried so hard to be a gentleman.
“I’m going to have to attend this wedding!” The manager said. Dee was a romantic and these kids sounded perfect. “Maybe, I have the deal for you after all.” She looked at Sierra, had her turn, and quickly took measurements. “Sierra, I think I have the perfect solution! Would you mind wearing a dress that was ordered and never used?” She asked.
“They broke up?” Sierra asked.
“Yes, they weren’t ready, Sierra. Some people come down here to this romantic place with a date and think they have fallen in love. They rush into all of these wedding plans. But it is not unusual for them to get cold feet when the time comes to go through with the ceremony. Do you think either of you will get cold feet?”
Sierra, bless her heart, without thinking said; “Nope, we’re way too hot for that!” When it dawned on her what she had said, she had clamped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late, the whole boutique had heard. Annie and Emily sat in the floor holding their sides laughing hysterically. And although Dee had tried to control it, she lost it. Sierra’s shocked face and too big brown eyes were hilarious. “Oh man, I don’t know why I do that!” Sierra whispered loudly.
“You are in love, my friend.” She touched Sierra’s cheek. “And if you blush like that, you won’t even need makeup. You are very beautiful. I will be right back.” She hurried to the back. Dee stepped inside the storage room and had to dry her eyes. She was already crazy about this little girl that was so in love that it burst from every seam. This dress would work. She hurried and changed the price tag from $275 to $75. Then she carried it back out in her arms.
Sierra sat with her face in her hands. “Would you two give me a break? You’re killing me!” She fussed at Annie and Emily.
Both of the girls struggled to get up when Dee walked back in. “Sierra, go try this on. I have a feeling that it is perfect!” She saw Sierra’s face light up when she saw the price tag. Dee swore to herself that she would never tell a soul that she had changed it. This dress was this girl. She was positive.
________
Carol, Sarah and Mayla finished early and headed to the boutique. They had everything ordered. Mayla loved the whole island wedding theme. It was perfect enough to be formal but relaxed enough to be island. Carol and Sarah had excellent taste in design, flowers, food, and accessories. Although it was all really new to her, Mayla found it very exciting. Carol Austin was a businesswoman. She got the most style for the dollar and Sierra’s mother was learning a lot. No one over charged this American lady. She was pretty shrewd. Sarah had told her and Marcus about the turn-around in the finances of the lodge. Just little classy changes here and there and what was once a struggling business turned into a very profitable one.
Just as they opened the door, Sierra walked into the showroom. Heads turned, gasps went through the room and the lady that met Sierra in the middle of the showroom was excited. “Yes, Yes, YES!” She exclaimed. “I just knew it! Sierra it is you!”
Carol caught Mayla as she started to fold. From experience, she knew that at one point that it hit you. Your child wasn’t your baby any more. Mayla had just hit that point. “It’s okay Sugar, that’s how we all feel.” Sarah and Carol moved to either side of their friend and wrapped their arms around her as they walked forward. Yes, Sierra was that stunning.
________
When Sierra looked at the mirror in the dressing room, she didn’t recognize the person looking back at her. She looked like a woman—a beautiful, sexy woman. When did this awkward, skinned up knees, teenager turn into that? Sierra was trying to get a grip. The dress of white satin plunged down in front to show cleavage that Sierra did not even know that she had. The top came up around the back of her neck to fasten. The back plunged down just below her waistline, showing off even more curves. The dress fit perfectly. Sierra reached into her bag and got her brush and combs and quickly put her hair up. All that Sierra could think of when she walked out of the dressing room was what Cody would think when he saw the dress. This was THE dress. Then she saw her Mama and was thankful when Carol caught her. Mayla looked shocked.
Annie and Emily had her walk back and forth across the show room. The seamstress came out and they only saw a few minor nips and tucks. Plus, Sierra was a little too short for the dress, so they would have to shorten it. Mayla and Sierra was in the center of everything pretty quickly. They were discussing hairstyles, shoes, flowers—and Mayla kept a Kleenex in her hand to catch the sudden onslaught of tears that just kept popping up out of nowhere. Carol had caught the price change on the dress. This lady had impressed her.
“Dee, we would love for you to be part of this. However, there is going to be so much publicity, if you could make it to the pre wedding dinner at the Butterfly Farm, you could get a lot of advertisement. They have a representative from the Travel Channel in the states that will be here doing an exclusive. My grandson is a handsome young man; Sierra is beautiful. The wedding party is filled with good-looking young people. You could benefit greatly.” Carol smiled. This was a good shop owner that took her profession personally. This could give her that boost to make her the number one boutique in Belize.
Dee’s eyes lit up. “That would be splendid! I will do that! Let me do a before and after outfit for Sierra. One for the night of the dinner and one for her honeymoon! I would love doing that! She is so beautiful!”
They spent two more hours at the shop and everyone was so happy that they invited Dee to lunch with them. This was a blast!
“You know…” Sierra said slowly. We’re pretty much finished here…” Dee watched as the family and friends watched Sierra. She was holding the prettiest little baby girl.
“Lessss crash Da’s party!” Marty squealed.
“You’re worse than I am, Martha!” Sierra laughed and looked up when Annie and Emily’s eyes met hers. They looked at Dee and the three of them burst into laughter. Carol, Sarah and Mayla realized that they hadn’t been let in on the joke. “Please, no more, I messed up.” Sierra saw the other three adults staring at her and buried her face against Marty’s chest. The others were still grinning after Annie told them about her big slip. Sierra opened one eye and her mother was grinning at her.
“Sierra,” She began.
“I know, Mama, think before you talk. Sometimes I forget!” She laughed.
“I will be glad when this is over.” Mayla said.
“Whoa! Me too!” Sierra exclaimed and then realized that she did it again. It was getting hard to be around anyone any more. Her head was all messed up.
“Sierra?” Carol said quietly.
“Yes Ma’am?” Sierra replied.
“We’ll go home in the morning. Let’s go see that movie and order room service when we get back to the hotel—we’ll keep you busy—how’s that?” She asked grinning.
“Great! Carol? Please kick me when you think I’m gonna blow it again…” Sierra asked timidly.
“No Sugar, I’m having too much fun. Sorry.” Carol laughed.
“Traitor!” She fussed.
“You bettcha! I won’t tell Cody, okay? It will be ‘our’ secret.” Carol said.
“Thanks, he already thinks I’m impossible. He doesn’t need to know that I cannot behave in public.” Sierra grouched.
“Sierra?” Carol said quietly.
“Yes?” She answered.
“Cody loves you. He loves you just the way you are. Don’t worry about it.” Carol told her seriously. Mayla looked over and grabbed her daughter’s hand and squeezed.
“I was just as bad as you, daughter. Your Papa was embarrassed all of the time. But he was such a beautiful man.” Mayla was laughing.
“Really?” Sierra asked in surprise. You just don’t think about your parents like this okay? It was weird.
“Oh yes! I remember Sarah! She had big ole’ Willie blushing all of the time. We were awful. They were so good looking and we just knew we were the luckiest girls in Belize!” Mayla was smiling and Annie was looking at her Mama in a new light. She could not imagine her Mama as a madly in love teenager. Then suddenly, she could.
It was Sarah’s turn to be embarrassed as she looked toward the sky for some kind of divine assistance—that did not come. “I was young and foolish back then.” She said quietly.
Dee finally joined the conversation laughing. “And what are you now?” She laughed.
Sarah let out a very deep sigh. “I am old and foolish—but mostly not in public anymore.” They lost it. Sarah was always so proper and quiet. However, she was still madly in love with her husband.
Dee took a drink of her ice tea and asked for the check, which they refused to let her pay. They liked this lady as much as she liked them. Another friend had been made. Dee looked at this family of friends. They had just restored her shaky faith in the whole wedding and happy ever after thing. They made her feel like what she did was worth it now. “Thank you.” She said quietly. “You have no idea how much this has meant to me.” She was shocked when Carol Austin jumped up and gave her a hug, the others followed with hugs and even the baby gave her a kiss. Dee went back to work with her faith restored and a new zest for her job.
________
Back at the cove, the guys were getting tired. They went fishing, swimming and they had just returned from diving at their small reef. It was getting dark and Josh had just lit the bonfire. William brought out his guitar and Josh ran and got the guitar that Cody had bought him and the two of them sat by the fire playing. Bo went to put David in the hammock in the cabana. The little boy was exhausted. He was shocked that William and Cody had already been teaching this boy how to dive. He seemed to be a natural.
Bo needed some time to think. He had a crush on Cody’s cousin, Shelby. They had been emailing for months. He knew it was nuts but he was crazy about her and she was all the way in California. It was kind of nice that she had invited him and Josh to meet her grandmother at the end of the book tour at their home. Cody and Sierra would already be in school. He was seriously thinking about it. He knew that if she just lived here, things would be a whole lot different. He wasn’t really excited about Cody marrying his cousin. He was excited about Cody’s cousin being in the wedding—crazy, right?
He and William had enough jobs to keep busy after the rest went to college. Bo just didn’t particularly feel like more school right now. He’d be here for his Dad and for Josh. There was plenty of work to do. Things would work out.
________
I looked up to see Bo dragging his feet in my direction. My best friend had been really quiet. I sat up and motioned him out to where I was sitting on the dock. “Why so glum, Big Guy—what’s up?” I asked.
“Summer’s about gone, Cody. I always get depressed this time of year. I don’t know why.” He said quietly.
“There’s a lot happening, Bo. Are you okay with Josh being my best man, Buddy?” I asked him. Bo was my best friend. Josh was my brother.
“Huh? Oh, heck no. I don’t mind. Josh should be your Best Man. No worries. I just have a lot on my mind.” Then he grinned. “I bet you do too, don’t you?”
“Um—well—I can’t seem to get Sierra off of my mind, and Marty and school. Yeah, it is a lot to think about, I guess.” I looked at him seriously. “Keep my brother out of trouble for me, will you?”
“I plan on it! He’s like my own brother now. William will be home quite a bit. We’ll make sure he doesn’t get too bored while you two are off getting educated.” He laughed. “Man, I would be terrified, Cody. You will have a wife, a baby and med school. You are a better man than me.” He reached out his fist and Cody shook his head.
“No, you are a good man, Bo. You’ve helped Bobbie Lee get his life back together, made his business start paying, and you gave him hope. You guys have done well with rebuilding the village. You are in big demand every time someone needs something built. You’ve done well, man. You just need a good woman.” I told him quietly. I already knew his answer.
“She’s in California, Cody. What do I do about that?” Bo asked flatly.
“Well, you could find someone else. Or you could just wait and see. Just because we are crazy enough to marry this young, doesn’t mean you need to, ya’ know?” I knew he was nuts about Shell.
“You two set the bar too high, man!” He laughed.
“No, we all set our own bar, Bo. You do things your way and I will back you up.” I smiled at him and laughed because I knew his retort before he said it.
Bo looked at me curiously. “Even with your cousin?” He asked.
I groaned the agreement. “Yeah—even if—I guess.” Then fists were bumped and Bo left me to my thoughts while he went and joined the guys by the fire.
I watched the stars in the sky and wondered what Sierra and Marty were up to. It’s hard to believe how much I missed them. I still find myself shaking at the thought of everything that was happening. I have no doubts. I knew what I wanted. In almost three weeks from now, I was going to marry the woman every man dreams of. My chest hurt whenever I thought about how much I loved her. The past few months have been hard. We had thought about eloping a few times although we knew that would have been unfair to our families. We tried to have Marty with us all of the time—buffer zone. It’s hard to think about the animal attraction thing when there’s a little bitty girl looking up at you. Sierra and I both decided that waiting would be best. We loved Marty, but even though it was possible that I couldn’t sire any children, we wanted Sierra on birth control and know that she was not having any problems with the medicine. I didn’t want her to be sick all of the time when we started med school. It was going to be hard enough. She didn’t deserve things to be any harder. The doctor had her regulated and managing great but still—we’ve waited this long…
Then there was Marty. I never dreamed what we were getting into. I had to revive Marty with CPR during the hurricane. She wasn’t breathing, I couldn’t feel a pulse in the raging storm and we had no idea how long that she had been like that. The possibility of an anoxic brain injury was pretty great. We were expecting delays, vision and medical problems. That’s a lot for a young couple to be willing to take on and handle. We didn’t care. Marty needed us. Then, by the time she was a month old we knew something was different. Two months, three months, four months, the time just flew by. The whole time, Marty’s physical growth seemed delayed. But her mind, her coordination and her speech shocked us all. We have had the doctors run so many tests on this child and we only found that she was probably a genius. She was so tiny but the doctors weren’t concerned about it. Her mind fascinated them. When Dr. Anders asked her if he could take some tests? Marty said; “But, I fot you were already a doctor! What am I doin’ here?” She was four months old! Dr. Anders just looked at us, shook his head, went out and brought in another specialist. Marty didn’t miss a beat. She said; “Oh, are you da REAL doctor? It’s about time!” Yes, she’s only five months old and she terrifies me. Are we equipped to raise a genius? We’re just kids!
After the hurricane and the rebuilding of Monkey River Town, we started building on our five acres that my grandparents had given me. My grandparents have yurt housing that turned out beautifully on the island and stood through a really rough hurricane. They manage to get some really good deals for the village people and some decent advertisement for the yurt manufacturer—a win-win situation. The ones that didn’t put up yurts put up octagon housing and roofing that would withstand a whole lot more force that the clapboard houses that went down like toothpicks. The people of Belize are somewhat behind times. They believe in tradition and they tend to stay stuck in the mode of whatever their ancestors built was good enough. It took about losing it all to change that. Then they looked at my grandparents’ housing and realized that other than one palm tree down that broke a skylight over Pa’s workshop, we had no structure damage. They had to look and reassess their buildings.
I had a yurt picked out for the lot that we owned. It was amazing. I had it on the desktop of my computer—blueprints and all—and would get it out and drool over it whenever I had the spare time. It was pretty expensive but I had started a building fund already. We were so busy and I was at the lodge so much and falling in love with Sierra, that I didn’t realize that my grandparents found the yurt plans on my computer when they were talking to our family in California online. They fell in love with it and ordered the kit.
By the time that I wanted to show Sierra our future home site, the yurt was en route and Pa had enlisted friends to start putting it up. The second time we went to dream and plan, the poles and flooring had been put up and two palapas had been built. That’s when we got to join in the fun.
Now, we have our home ready. Josh built Marty an amazing tree house outside our back kitchen window for Sierra to be able to watch her. Our yurt house is about twenty five hundred square foot. It’s big and open and beautiful. We have the master bedroom and bath separated off. A stonemason made us a beautiful shower and inlaid a really nice Jacuzzi with mirrors all around it. Marty has a nice bedroom and a bath and then there is a guest room and a bath. The rest is open with the kitchen just being separated by a breakfast bar leaving the dining room and the living room wide open. They both opened up with sliding glass doors to a really nice wrap around deck. I had the local mason help us build a pool out back. Marty had a little shallow pool separate from the larger pool. This mason was so good he built us a stone falls that flowed constantly through Ma’s flowers, ferns and water lilies. The ladies had worked so hard on our lot that now we had a beautifully landscaped oasis overlooking the ocean.
We were lucky. Our home was paid for, our college was paid for, we had a baby girl and we were madly in love. I still had butterflies, though. Things had gone so good for so long that I felt myself holding my breath and looking over my shoulder…habit. I kept trying to think positive but life was so good I was terrified something or someone would take it all away. That’s nonsense, I know. I guess I need to get that book; The Secret, out again and get to reading. Make sure that whole Law of Attraction thing was working the mojo for us instead of against us.
I heard the others go into the cabana to get some sleep and here I lay, still staring at the stars and thinking and missing the other half to my heart. We promised to try not to get into each other’s head while they were gone. We found out that somehow—don’t ask me how—we could read each other’s thoughts. Yeah. It’s a good thing most of the time but downright embarrassing the rest of the time. I found out that girl’s have fantasies just like guys do, okay? We haven’t shared this connection with our friends just yet but I know that we had to look like we had a private joke going on all of the time. I would love to reach out right now just to tell her that I loved her and I missed her but she already knew that. I didn’t think that this would be so hard. I let out a huge sigh and shook my head. Man, she had me. I can’t stand being away from her.
Then, I heard her. “Hello beautiful, I thought you weren’t supposed to do this. I think you are cheating.” I was grinning. There was her beautiful face with the ornery expression on it. She looked like an angel.
“Um. Sorry. I miss you, Cody.” She was grinning and as I concentrated I realized that she was in the bathroom brushing her hair. “I broke the rules.” She winked and giggled. “Get some sleep, handsome. I just wanted to say good night.”
“I miss you, Sierra. I don’t know if I can go to sleep.” I admitted.
“Do you want me to climb into your thoughts and help you sleep?” She was grinning. Lord, she was ornery. “I’m sure I could keep you entertained.”
“I’m sure you could but there are guys in the cabana and I don’t want to embarrass them by whispering your name over and over in my sleep. They’d probably throw my butt out of the hideout and I would have to sleep outside.” I was grinning now. “Good night, sweetheart.” Then she was gone. Yeah, sometimes it was nice when you could communicate like that. At least, I wasn’t the first to break the promise, right?
________
I looked up when I heard a noise. “Hey Josh, I thought y’all went to bed, Bubba.” I sat up and turned in his direction.
“I couldn’t sleep. You’ve been awfully quiet tonight, Cody. What’s up with you?” He asked. It was a fair question.
“To be honest, my head has been everywhere this evening. I’ve been thinking about school, the house, the cool tree house, Sierra and Marty the genius. She blows me away Josh! How are we going to keep up with a midget genius?” I shook my head. Yeah, I was scared. Think about it.
“We are family, Bubba. It may take all of us, but we’ll manage. Maybe I can get smart as you and get a scholarship and we’ll pass the college fund on down to Marty.” He grinned.
“I have no doubt that you are as smart if not smarter than me, Josh. It sounds like Marty will have schools falling all over each other trying to enlist her in their programs. That part, I’m not worried about. What about now—what should we be doing now, Josh?” I was worried.
“I agree with Sierra, Cody. Marty needs to be a kid. She’ll learn in leaps and bounds anyway, man, why push her? Between all of us, we’ll make sure she has the best childhood ever. The rest will follow, man. No worries.” He was smiling. Cody was a worrier, and Josh knew that. He was like an old man sometimes. It seemed like his brother didn’t just look at something straight on but he analyzed it from every angle. He was being a great father already and didn’t even know it.
“What are you grinning about?” I asked. Josh had an ornery look in his eyes. He’s been hanging around Sierra too much.
“I was just wondering how many times Sierra has embarrassed herself with our folks out in public so far?” He laughed and I groaned.
Sierra couldn’t seem to help it. She said whatever she was thinking and since lately she mostly thought about the wedding and what followed, she was constantly embarrassing herself and me. We went into the city to compete in sand volleyball teams, right? The superman suit—a lightweight breathable wet suit look that is equipped with an electrical stimulus unit and electrodes—helps me walk, jog, and move on my feet in an upright position instead of in a wheelchair. But it’s hot and I get tired. So after the second game, Josh stood in for me and I went to the showers and dressed in swimming trunks and came out to watch them compete. Yes, girls in bathing suits, tan oil, running back and forth, diving for a serve—they are pretty sexy. The other girls aren’t the problem.
Sierra IS the problem. In her little yellow two piece bathing suit (thank God it wasn’t quite a bikini) with her hair coming out and hanging down her back. Her body glistened from tan oil and sweat. Her muscles so perfectly toned and moving like a dancer back and forth gracefully across the white beach caught my total and undivided attention. She would flip her hair back and grin at me. I’m sure that I was probably drooling.
When they took a break, she ran and jumped on my lap. I doubled. Sierra hopped up in shock and says; “Oops! Sorry, I didn’t know this seat was taken!” Then she covered her mouth. Yeah, that’s Sierra—painful, sexy and very embarrassing. The whole group heard it and I’m pretty sure that I blushed more than she did.
It didn’t take long before Sierra forgot, however. She came back with lemonade and whispered a little too loud; “Sorry ‘bout your ding a ling!” Josh hit the sand laughing. Sometimes, you just couldn’t take the woman anywhere. I love her—God knows I love her—but she sure can embarrass both of us without any effort at all.
Josh got up and gave me a hand. “We need to get some rest, Bubba. I bet she’ll be back by morning.” He was laughing. He was probably right. If she was missing me half as much, she’ll be here. Plus, Marty will be driving her nuts to get home. It was nice to be loved.
________
Sarah, Mayla and Carol sat around the pool with tall glasses of lemonade and felt like ladies of leisure. None of them spent that much time goofing off. This was nice. Carol was so happy to have found such wonderful friends. Coming to Belize had to have been the best decision that they had ever made. Cody came alive down here! He was so happy and so strong and healthy. Ron loved going fishing and hanging out with the guys. They never did that before.
First it was raising their sons and work and then it was Cody and he was so ill. There was never time to do things like going out with friends or having large cookouts. No time but to do what had to be done. In this place, even when you were working, you were making friends and enjoying yourself. This was the life.
Carol watched her future daughter-in-law swimming with her two friends in the pool. Sierra was such a beautiful young lady and so crazy about Cody. Yes, at times it was embarrassing. That’s what happens when you are that much in love. Carol had her doubts at first; their ages. Cody’s health, the baby… But overall, she realized that somehow they just worked.
They worked well together even as parents. Marty had already made her choice. She loved her Nana and Papa but she saw Cody and Sierra as Daddy and Mama. She was right. They just thought that they were way too young. They would turn seventeen the week after they started school. They would be married three weeks before that so that they could adjust and get their student apartment ready as well.
Sarah leaned over and patted her hand. “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?” Carol nodded her head. “She was so beautiful in that dress, Carol. She looked so grown up. I still looked like a child in my wedding dress. What they have is something very, very special.”
Mayla looked up at them smiling. She had been reading one of Carol’s new books. “I wonder what we looked like to our mothers. We were so silly and crazy in love. I was so much like Sierra that it scares me to look at her now.” She admitted.
“You did alright, didn’t you?” Sarah kidded her.
“Yes, I’m still silly and crazy in love. That’s probably where Sierra picked it up at in the first place. We set a bad example in the home!” She laughed.
“You set a beautiful example, Mayla. It is good for the children to see good, strong, loving relationships in their families. That gives them goals to reach for.” Carol said. “Cody has always been such a loving child—but there’s never been a time that he hasn’t seen us holding hands, kissing good night or good bye, or giving him group hugs. What he missed out on, we tried to make up for. He loves that little girl with all of his heart.”
They watched as the three girls swam, giggled and gabbed. There were a lot of boys looking. None of the girls looked back. Carol and Sarah exchanged looks. Sarah shook her head. “Yes, I know. We have two other couples falling madly in love too, don’t we?” Carol laughed at her and patted her hand.
________
“Sierra, that guy keeps staring at you.” Annie whispered. Sierra looked at her with a shocked look. “Seriously, he keeps diving off of the board and then coming up to see if you are looking.” She giggled.
“Maybe, he is staring at you Annie. I am taken, remember?” Sierra scoffed. She didn’t think twice when she went to get her towel. The other two girls followed quickly when they saw the guy closing the distance in between them.
“Hello, Beautiful! Where have you been all of my life?” He said as he grabbed Sierra’s arm. Sierra wrenched away quickly.
“I have been falling in love and getting ready to marry the boy of my dreams! Please do not touch me!” She said as she tried to back up. There were two other guys headed their way. Sierra was terrified until she heard Carol over her shoulder.
“Walk away boys. Go find someone that might be interested.” Carol put her arm around Sierra to guide her back.
The guys watched as two other girls left the pool and headed in the same direction. They saw the other two island Mamas headed in their direction and figured three pissed off Mamas and three girls that didn’t appreciate them were not worth the headache. Besides, there was something in the American lady’s eyes that said he would be sorry. She kind of scared him. Island ladies were more submissive but the American lady? She looked like she could kick his butt!
Sierra headed toward their room in tears. Carol caught up with her. “It’s okay. They were just boys goofing off and showing off, Sierra. It’s okay honey!” Sierra was trembling and when everyone caught up to them, they exchanged panicked looks.
Suddenly, it dawned on Carol. Sierra had a right to be terrified. Sierra was remembering the three village idiots that attacked her and attempted to sexually assault her before Cody stopped them. She was trembling in fear. Sierra was still afraid of getting attacked! They all went into the room. Sierra threw herself down on the bed and cried. Mayla didn’t know what to do and Carol finally motioned for all of them to leave the room. Sierra was embarrassed enough. Carol went and got a wet washcloth for her and helped her sit up.
“I’m—I’m—sorry!” Sierra sobbed and looked around for Marty.
“Mayla has the baby, honey. It’s okay. You were frightened. Sometimes, guys just flirt Sierra. They had no idea what you had been through. I don’t think they were like the other three, honey. We were there to back you up.” She held her close and let her sob. She had no idea how badly Sierra had been hurt by that incident. She was terrified out there.
“But—I—thought—because I flirt so much with Cody that everyone would think that I was a bad girl. That’s why guys act this way toward me, isn’t it?” She cried.
“Oh no, honey, that’s not it. You love Cody. You don’t flirt with anyone else and you have not invited anyone else to flirt with you. We noticed that. Those guys were all staring, but none of you girls gave them a second look. This was not your fault!” Sierra pushed away from her and stared.
“How did you get so smart?” She asked.
“I loved Ron with all of my heart all through high school. I never was interested in other boys. I flirted with him and him alone. No one else ever mattered. I do understand and so do your Mama and Sarah. We were just like you, honey. No one thinks badly of your love for Cody. You know that, don’t you?” Carol knew that Sierra had always been pretty shy when she wasn’t with Cody but she really did not realize the damage that the three village idiots had done until now.
“Carol?” Sierra said trying to control her voice.
“Yes dear?” Carol answered.
“Can we go home in the morning?” Sierra asked.
“You betcha! I was going to suggest the same thing. We were all getting that ‘Well, it’s been great but I miss my man look!’ I was going to suggest it myself.” Carol laughed.
“Really?” Sierra was grinning.
“Uh huh! Cody is probably missing you and Marty just as much!” And Carol smiled as she saw the light go on in her future daughter-in-law’s eyes.
“Think so?” Sierra whispered.
“I know so!” Carol whispered back. “And those of you standing in the hall trying to listen in on this, it would be easier if you opened the door!” She yelled and laughed as the door opened and four ladies and a baby girl hurried giggling into the room. “You guys are so bad!” Carol laughed.
Marty had made her way via holding Annie’s hand to the bed and then eased herself around on her own. “Mama?” She asked.
“What baby?” Sierra asked her.
“You okay, Mama?” Marty asked timidly.
“I’m all better now! Baby, we’re going home first thing in the morning!” She scooped her up and the room full of partying women squealed in happiness of the thought of going home early. Hey, when you live in the islands with the man that you love, home is good. Home is VERY good!
________
Marty woke Sierra before daylight. “Mama, can we go home now?” She asked with a little yawn. Sierra looked at the clock. Why not?
“Let’s get the first shower and get ready. What do you say about that?” She whispered.
“Oh yeah!” Marty whispered back.
Carol listened with a smile while the two snuck into the bathroom to get the first shower. She had finished hers about a half an hour ago. She was just trying to be quiet and let the others rest. It was all over now. She grinned and counted— one, two, and three...
“Wake UP! Hurry! Hurry! Hurry! Time to wake up!” Marty squealed as she ran butt naked from the bathroom with Sierra trying desperately to hold to her hand. That child would be walking before she was six months old by herself!
Sierra was trying to dry her hair and manage a squirming baby. Carol jumped up to grab the baby. “Gottcha!” She laughed.
“Nana! You beat us!” Marty squealed.
“I didn’t think y’all would ever wake up!” I laughed as Marty hugged me.
We heard moans of; ‘I’m up’ and ‘Well, I’m up now’ and grumbles as the others stumbled awake. It took them a few minutes until they realized it was time to get up and get ready to go home to their men. That put smiles on their faces and they were moving.
CHAPTER TWO
I woke at daybreak and made my way down to the dock. I slipped quietly into the water. This was the best time of the day. Marley came to lie on the dock to watch. I like the pool at our new home but invariably I would head to the ocean. This beach was home to me. I’d get use to the other one. Things were moving too fast and yet they weren’t moving fast enough. Life was confusing sometimes. Part of me still feels like this is where I should be. You know, out with the guys, hanging out, swimming, fishing and diving. But the whole time I missed Sierra so much, all I could think about was getting her back beside me. Geesh! I’m crazy.
I rested my elbows on the dock. “What do you think, Marley? Am I losing it?” Marley tilted his head and barked. “Yeah, that’s what love does to you buddy, fair warning!” I was petting Marley when I heard the swoop on the cable. Josh was getting really good at this. He flew to the end of the cable and flung himself upward, flipped and did a perfect jackknife. The boy had serious skills. I was holding up ten fingers when he surfaced grinning. “That was not bad, Bubba!” He swam over. Josh was getting stronger. It was really good to see.
“I heard you leave earlier. I thought you needed some time alone—gave up—half hour was all you got—sorry!” He laughed. “Man, this feels good!” It didn’t take long before Bo staggered out and then William and Joseph.
Joseph was yawning even when he came up from the water. “You country boys are killing me!” He grumbled. “You know there are clocks, you don’t have to get up at daybreak!” He hopped back in and swam. Joseph was like Josh use to be—not a morning person. He got happy as the day wore on. He swam back to the dock. “Cody, when do you think the girls will get back?” Yeah, he was missing Annie.
“I’m not sure. What do you guys want to do?” I asked as I pulled myself out. Of course I knew the answer. I was already headed toward the cabana with the Tiki bar where we had the food stashed in the coolers.
“Food—I’m starving— Food!” The guys weren’t far behind. Josh set up the grill, I lit up the gas stove and soon we were having breakfast fit for kings! Well, the bacon was black and the coffee blacker—but hey! Good enough!
We decided to run and get the chores done and head into the mainland. Ron and Bobbie, Marcus and Willie were all hanging out at the lodge. Even with David asking for a demonstration on everything from milking a goat to removing eggs—again—they managed to head to the mainland in two hours. The guys got all cleaned up and smelling good. The girls would be home soon. David decided Pa’s English Leather smelled pretty good. Actually, he liked it a little too much. We couldn’t seem to keep him down wind on the boat. David would be four years old in September. He was such a cool kid. Anything William did, he tried to imitate.
They had brought William’s Jeep so Will took Joseph and David. I took Josh, Bo and Marley in my truck. We stopped by Josh’ Pirate’s Cove on the way back to check out everything. It looked pretty good. Josh came over at least once a week to hang out and work. Whenever he came to our place, he ended up back over here at night. He loved the freedom and our new home was close. “Cody, I couldn’t imagine ever going back to the states, could you?” He asked.
“We may go for a visit but not permanently.” I told him. “We have sand in our soul now, Buddy. Pirate’s for life!” And they bumped their fists and yelled “Argh!”
“Will we ever outgrow all of this, Bubba?” He asked.
“Never…We may stray but we’ll always come home, Josh. Why do you think we want to come back here to be doctors? This is home, Josh!” I assured him.
“Yeah, you’re right! Let’s go see if they need anything done at the lodge!” He hopped back into the truck and we went on back up the road to the lodge. “How did I ever get so lucky?” He asked as we listened to Kenny Chesney on the radio.
“I don’t know. How did we get so lucky to get you, Bubba?” I asked back.
“Hmmm, now that’s a question to ponder.” He grinned.
“Oh!” I said and speeded up. Ma’s Jeep was already at the lodge. Josh was laughing when he hopped out and Marty dove for him and then for me. “There’s my baby girl!” I laughed as I was being smothered with baby kisses. “Did you miss me?” She was so cute.
She pushed back in my arms and studied my face. “We went and got dwesses, and stuff for da’ weddin’ and we went out to eat, and we went swimming and—ah shoot Da! Yeah, we mist ya’!” How sweet! Cody’s grandmother was grinning as she reached out to take Marty.
“Sierra is down at the docks, honey, go on down.” Carol was a little concerned about Sierra. She seemed awfully quiet on the way home.
I hurried down the road with the golf cart. Why was Sierra down here? Was she upset? Was she having second thoughts? Oh no! I hurried down to where she was sitting. Sierra was so engrossed in her own thoughts that she jumped when I plopped down beside her. “Hey, are you okay?” I asked.
“Oh Cody, I didn’t know you were back! I’m sorry!” She threw her arms around me and smothered me with kisses as sweet if not sweeter than Marty’s. She had tears in her eyes.
“Hey Sugar, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?” I asked and when she explained, I held her close and listened. No, the guy didn’t mean anything. Sierra was beautiful. He had scared her to death. “Sierra, you know my Ma could have kicked his butt, don’t you?” He said seriously.
Sierra did giggle a little at that. “I think she would have if the guy had said one more thing. I was just so embarrassed, Cody. I over reacted and I wanted to come home. I’m a big baby! How am I going to make it in college?” She cried.
“When I’m not with you, I will appoint body guards and we will put out a bulletin school wide that if anyone picks on Marty’s Mama, Nana will come and clean house. If that doesn’t work, we have some good size guys in the family, right? I’ll just call Marcus. That would scare any guy to death…Piece of cake!” I kissed her. I wish I had hit Robert harder! He had seriously scarred Sierra. His buddies didn’t help much—but he was the ring leader—the instigator of all of harassment.
“Cody, you aren’t mad at me?” Sierra asked timidly.
“What? Why would I be mad at you?” I asked her, truly puzzled.
“That boy…”She began.
“Sierra, who am I looking at?” I asked.
“Me Cody, why…” She was puzzled.
“Who are you looking at? I asked.
“You Cody.” She whispered.
“And if we were in a crowded room or a crowded beach OR a crowded classroom, who would we be looking at?” I asked.
She had the sweetest smile spread across her face and she said; “You are right, Cody, we would only see each other.”
“I rest my case. Come here.” I pulled her to me.
“I want to go home.” She whispered.
“Yeah, I do too.” I groaned.
“Cody?” She asked.
“Yeah, let’s get to the lodge and grab our baby back.” I grumbled and stood up. I was getting pretty good with this superman suit—a lot more coordinated. I helped her up and then scooped her in my arms and kissed her all of the way back to the golf cart. I felt like she had to have been away for years instead of overnight. It was crazy, but I only felt right when Sierra and Marty were close by now. I felt like life was almost perfect right now. In three weeks, it would be. Absolutely perfect!
“There they are!” Josh laughed. He had Marty now. “We’re hitting the pool—are you all coming or what?” Josh ran to the other end of the pool and eased in the shallow end. He knew I would be there in a flash, the bum! That was our baby! Sierra dropped her wrap and dove in the deep end before I jumped in with the suit on. Probably would not have been good.
“Whoop him, Sierra! I will be right back!” I hurried into the cabana to change. Willie was standing with his hand out laughing when he heard me cussing and fussing trying to get out of the suit. I looked out. “Sorry, Willie.” I muttered.
“Understood. Go defend your women, Cody Mon! It is not so easy to keep watch over the wife and the baby. It will be your turn now!” Ah, I remember the days I use to tease Willie about his beautiful wife and daughter. I shouldn’t already be getting paid back for that, should I? Crap! That’s not fair.
“I guess I had that coming.” I mumbled.
“Guess you did!” Willie laughed. “Go get him, Son!” I was in the water in a flash. I could move better without the suit for short distances now. I still couldn’t go too far without my knees folding. But it was getting better.
“Uh Oh, here he comes! Big Bad Bubba! Gonna whip my butt! Oooooh!” Josh giggled—a little too soon. I had been getting quicker and stronger. I picked him up over my head and balanced his butt on my upraised hand. “Oh Crap! Help Sierra!” And I flung him to the deep end. He came up acting like a dolphin, laughing. Marty giggled so hard, she got the hiccups and then got mad at Josh for making her laugh. He came and tickled them away. Then she was good again.
Carol, Sarah, and Mayla watched smiling and as their men walked up behind them and wrapped their arms around their waists, Carol whispered; “And all is right with the world again.”
Sierra was all smiles, Cody was all smiles and Marty was the happiest baby in the world. How could this ever be a mistake? No way. Brian, Cody’s father, had a lot to say on the subject. But he wasn’t here. He didn’t see the beauty in this relationship. They would talk to Cody about his father later. Not now. He did not have to call him back to get yelled at. Brian lost that right a long time ago.
________
Sierra and I took the baby and headed to our home on the beach to spend some time alone. The other couples were coming over later. I removed the straps from the baby’s car seat and lifted her out gently. After we rolled out of the back of the truck to the pavement, we made our way up to the house. We had a beautiful walkway made out of stone and cement and it wound its way from the beach right up to our house that was nestled against the jungle. Ma and Sarah worked with Sierra to lavishly plant tropical flowers and flora on either side of the path. Pa and Josh placed solar lighting on the sides. The landscaping that looked like it would have taken years to perfect, was finished in a few months. From the ocean this place was a beautiful sight. We loved it.
Sierra opened the front door and flipped on the interior lights while I quietly took Marty to her bed. I left on her nightlights and kept her door open. It was just getting dark and although Marty usually slept through the night, she had fallen asleep early—we wanted to hear her if she woke.
Sierra took Annie’s camera over and unloaded it on our computer while I made sure the outside pool area was sprayed and then lit with the Tiki torches. After Josh’s near death with Malaria, the thought of Marty or Sierra getting sick terrified me. I felt so protective of these two girls. I was always trying to think ahead to prevent any dangers. I never have taken my good fortune or these wonderful ladies for granted. I knew how lucky I was.
“Cody, come here. You’ve got to see this!” Sierra yelled for me.
I hurried in to see what pictures they took while they were in the city. It was a movie instead of pictures. I sat there staring at our baby on the big monitor. She was standing by the bed, then she took one step, two, three—and RAN into her Nana’s arms! I replayed it over again, silently. Finally, I turned to Sierra and said; “We’re in big trouble here. You know that, don’t you?”
Sierra smiled. “We are going to have to stay in shape both mentally and physically to keep up with this athletic baby. Josh has her swimming already, Cody. I cannot keep up with her. I wonder if all parents are this overwhelmed.” Sierra climbed into my lap. We had decided to the suit stayed off the rest of the night. Ma had to make some adjustments on the settings and I had some red spots that weren’t fading quickly enough.
I looked at the screen one more time and then grabbed the baby monitor and we rolled out to the deck. This was the best part of the evening when the sun set in front of our home in blazing color. It was like it was putting on a special show just for us. I’m not sure if it were the setting of the sun or Sierra that took my breath away, but this had to be what life was all about…A beautiful family and a beautiful home on a beautiful shore. What could be more perfect?
I have to admit it. I was relieved when William and Joseph showed up with their girlfriends. It was getting harder and harder to try to keep our thoughts on the future and not on the present. “Sierra?” I said quietly. “I am going to hit a shower while you entertain our friends. The pool area has been sprayed and the torches are lit. I’ll be back in a little while.” I flinched when she got up. There was her ornery smile on her face and her eyes were twinkling.
“Sorry.” She whispered. She started toward the others and then turned back with a raised eyebrow and a mischievous smile. “You need some help with that shower, handsome?” She giggled. She was impossible.
“Sierra!” I moaned. Now the thought of Sierra in the shower flooded through my head as I headed in to check on Marty and I suffered through—just another of many—cold showers. Three weeks seemed like years to me right now.
________
“Hey! Cody sprayed out back and the torches are lit…Anybody hungry?” Sierra yelled out to our friends.
“I have the grill!!” The guys yelled.
“We have the kitchen!” Annie grinned. “What did Cody think of Marty’s movie?” She asked Sierra as they headed to the kitchen.
“He is as scared as I am. Marty is so little and fragile and now she is going to be running around everywhere and spouting—Lord, who knows what—to anyone that will listen!” She laughed.
“Repeating her Mama?” Emily laughed as she followed them in to prepare the side dishes for the guys’ barbecue.
Sierra looked startled at first and then held her hands on top of her head. When Sierra’s eyes widen, Annie and Emily started giggling. “Oh my gosh…That could be bad. I embarrass myself bad enough. Now what am I going to do?” She whispered.
Annie looked at her seriously with her hand cradling Sierra’s chin. “Yes—yes—that is the answer.”
She looked at Emily. “Duct tape. Rolls and rolls of duct tape. Sierra will have to be quiet for years while Marty sorts it all out.’
Emily looked at Annie regretfully. “It is such a shame. All of those kisses will have to wait. Sierra won’t be able to make us all envious and panting now. I am so sorry, Sierra.” She couldn’t hide the smile that was creeping up—no matter how she tried. Their friend, their sister, had a total look of terror in her eyes. They lost it!
“We are kidding Sierra! Marty is smart. She will behave—mostly—and kids are always embarrassing. It’s their job!” Annie laughed.
“Oh! You guys! You had me scared to death. Not to kiss Cody? That would be like a fish out of water—I would surely die!” She loved her friends but they were having a lot of fun at her expense—hadn’t they had enough fun picking on her in public? In front of the parents, even? Geesh!
Annie and Emily got busy in the kitchen that they had become so familiar with. Cody and Sierra opened their home to their friends like family. They loved it. They would come in and take over and clean like crazy after a get together. They had as much pride in this home as Sierra and Cody. All of them worked really hard to create this beautiful place.
William and Joseph had been talking seriously about starting their homes next summer. Neither had asked the girls to marry them, but they were including them in their plans. Annie told Emily that they just didn’t want to steal the spotlight from their friends. Once Sierra and Cody were married, they would surely propose at least.
Yes, they were in love with Cody’s friends. Sometime, Annie wondered if it wasn’t just because of the joy and love that radiated from these two rubbing off on their relationships. But then she would see Joseph and her heart would skip a beat and she knew it was more than just that.
Neither of the girls had noticed when Sierra slipped out of the kitchen. She told herself that she was just checking to make sure Cody was okay. He didn’t have the suit to struggle into.
Sierra didn’t think when she opened the door to the bathroom. I stood there in my trunks barely pulled up high enough to cover my butt—trying to shave—thank you very much! (But from Sierra’s point of view, she was looking at a handsome, muscular body in low-slung trunks still glistening with water that he never seemed to get dried off). I was trying to regain my composure as I tried to finish shaving and looked up startled as she grabbed my towel. “Woman, you could have caught me naked in here!” I was still frozen from the ice cold shower. I was still shivering.
Sierra dried my back and wrapped her arms around my waist from behind. She was too short to look over my shoulder so she kissed my back. “I almost wish that I had.” She whispered.
I tried to regain my composure while I quietly finished shaving and rinsed my face. I smelled of Irish Spring and musk. Danger zone—Sierra loved that smell on me. I was hoping I had time to air out a bit before she caught the scent. It was intoxicating and Sierra just clung and inhaled me. You know, like the commercials for that spray cologne?
Yeah, I needed a back door quick! Why don’t bathrooms have two doors?
I turned and lifted her onto the sink and placed my hands on either side, gripping the sink tightly—trying to be cool. “You know that you are killing me, right?” I asked quietly. She was so beautiful and when she wrapped her arms around my neck, I shuddered. How could anyone this beautiful be in love with me? It amazes me beyond belief to look in her eyes and see my love mirrored there. We both felt the same overwhelming love.
Sierra whispered as the tears ran down her face; “I know it Cody. I am so sorry. I cannot help myself. You are so beautiful and sexy and—and—you’re mine! You know, like the forbidden fruit in the garden of Eden.”
I looked at her surprised. I tried not to laugh. Me? Forbidden fruit? Seriously? “Oh baby, don’t cry. We have two and a half more weeks—okay—two weeks, four days and eleven hours. That’s it Sierra! We both decided this, right?” I couldn’t believe that she could want me as badly as I did her. This was nuts! It was wonderful, scary, crazy and nuts! How could I love anyone so much?
I leaned into the kiss and then I lifted her off of the sink and said gruffly; “We have company, beautiful. They are trying to save us from ourselves. Why don’t we join them?” She started to walk away dejected and stood staring at our huge king size be…that had still not been used. We slept in the hammocks on the deck. We were too afraid to get this close. This bed was the ‘forbidden zone.’
________
The phone rang next to the bed and I reached to answer it. Sierra watched in shock as the color drained from my face. I sat down abruptly. I felt like I had taken a kidney punch. I knew that Sierra was watching my face and I tried to keep my face expressionless. All that I could think of was; Why? Why now? Why again, God? The only thing I said—yelled—was; “FIND THEM!” I slammed down the phone shaking like crazy.
“Cody? What is wrong?” Sierra asked. I could feel the red flowing up my neck and to my face. I felt like my head would explode and Sierra looked at me like she honestly thought that it would.
“Come with me, Sierra. We have to talk with the others.” I hurried out to the deck where the other guys were hanging out. “William! Get Bo and Josh from the hideout!” I yelled and then they all heard Marley barking and heading from Pirate’s Cove. I stopped abruptly and stood up. “JOSH! BO! ARE YOU OUT THERE?” My whole body shook with fear and anger.
“Cody you are scaring me, what is wrong?” Sierra demanded.
“Here we are Cody! We smelled food!” Josh looked at Cody’s face and then at Bo. “Uh oh!” He muttered and ran to the deck where Cody stood shaking without the suit. “Cody, sit down, Bro!” He demanded and helped his big brother back into the chair. The party mood stopped. Everyone ran to my side.
________
I instinctively pulled Sierra into my lap. I gripped the baby monitor like a lifeline. I was scared. I was terrified for the safety of my family, my brother and my friends.
“Robert and Sheldon have escaped. Thomas is in a different facility because he is the youngest. However; the prison that both Robert and Sheldon were detained to serve out their sentences have work details. They take the better-behaved prisoners out to clean debris from the oceanfront and the nearby highways. Somehow, Robert over powered the guard that was over their detail. He stripped him of his gun, his wallet and keys to the cuffs and he released Sheldon from his leg irons also. They were doing clean up on the oceanfront. Robert and Sheldon stole a boat. That’s nothing new, is it? They managed to get away. They have patrols out looking for them but they know Belize, the ocean, the islands and the jungle. The constable is assuming that they are heading this way so they are beefing up their security and wanting us to stay close. He is calling our folks now.” I pulled Sierra even closer. I could feel her body tremble with fear.
“I will protect you and our baby, Sierra. I promise you, Sugar. Please calm down.” I whispered in her ear. Sierra looked at me with those beautiful doe eyes. She was so scared. Damn it! Why is this happening? Will they never let her get her confidence back?
“Cody, do you have that shotgun your grandfather gave you?” William asked quietly.
I had not even thought of using my great grandfather’s twenty-gauge shotgun as a weapon. It was an heirloom and worth a fortune. It belonged to a man that carved me a rocking horse when my mother was expecting me—a man that held me in his arms but never lived long enough for me to get to know him. His beautiful paintings and carvings were interwoven in our home on the island. The shotgun, the rocking horse that he carved to look like an old Arabian palomino that my grandmother had when she was a teenager, and a painting of a river scene—was all that I had of my great grandfather’s. I never thought about ever actually using that shotgun. It was an antique and it belonged to someone very special.
“I don’t know that I could ever use it, William. We have the shells for it. I have the pistol that Pa bought me for our home. It is a 9mm and there are a couple boxes of shells.” I looked at him quietly. I had all of the shells locked away in our home safe but I guess plans change. Those guys were not going to hurt our girls—or my brother—or my friends.
I buried my face against Sierra for a few minutes while I tried to think. Could I actually shoot a person? I had the same problem as my grandmother about shooting animals. They were so beautiful. But weren’t these boys worse than any animal that Belize had to offer?
We turned to hear the folks coming in through the front door. Ma, Mayla and Sarah were pale and worried. Pa, Marcus, Willie and Bobbie Lee followed them. They were livid.
Ma had already called Emily’s parents and they were heading down from the city. Anna and Alan ran the Butterfly Farm and they had become even closer when they realized William was already dating their daughter, Emily. They were coming straight to our home. This was where they were to meet and discuss the next step. So, when big Al joined up with the rest of the men here, they would definitely be able to protect the girls.
I heard Marty over the baby intercom and Sierra and I headed to her room. She was sitting up in her bed crying hysterically and it broke my heart. Sierra grabbed her first and Marty padded her cheek and then flung herself to me, sobbing for all that she was worth.
You have to understand. Martha is not your normal baby. Yes, she is only five months old and yes, babies cry. Marty usually wakes up holding the baby monitor to her face saying: “Hell Whoa! Any bod-ee in ‘dere? Marty’s awake!” Yes, not your normal kid, right? So, this baby crying so brokenheartedly about killed us. Marty just didn’t cry.
“Hey Baby Girl, what’s wrong with our angel? Why are you crying, Marty? We’re right here, baby, what’s wrong?” I held her close and she finally slowed the sobs down and pushed back and looked at my face in fear. Something had terrified our baby.
“Big Man! Ugly, mean, man!” She cried.
“It was just a dream, honey. Even Nana and Pa are here. Dreams aren’t going to hurt our baby. It’s okay.” I didn’t get it. Marty was terrified.
“DAD—DEE!” Marty yelled in my face. “NO! Bad man face in Marty’s window!” She cried. I looked out the window and froze. Oh hell no!
I gently handed our baby girl back to Sierra. “I’ll be back!” I hurried out.
Pa caught my eye and followed me. “Pa, check around the house. Marty saw somebody in her window staring in at her and it scared her to death.” I grabbed my old superman britches and put them on, fussing and cussing and fighting. I tore the first suit that my grandmother designed—pretty badly—during the hurricane. The Docs at San Diego Children’s Hospital were kind enough to modify that suit into working pants and also put together a new and better suit. They were just a real bear to get into when you were in a hurry.
Finally, I flew out the front door and down the path. The other guys had run around the house with flashlights. I heard a small boat take off in the direction of the fishing islands.
I turned and there was my grandmother. She handed me the cell phone. “Hello?” I demanded.
“She’s such a pretty little baby.” The voice said on the other end.
“ROBERT?” I yelled.
“I’ll see you later, big guy…You and me, Later!” He hung up laughing.
“Damn it!” I yelled and sobbed at the same time. My life was in jeopardy. Robert and Sheldon were determined to destroy me and they knew it would be easy. All they had to do was go after the people I loved. Ma wrapped her arms around me while I tried to get myself back together. I was shaking.
Yeah, I was scared. I would be happy to take on both of them, right now, at the same time. But they aren’t going to play their game that way. They were going after Sierra and our baby. “I can’t lose them, Ma. I just can’t lose them.” I cried.
Josh came running. “Bubba, it’s gonna be alright! I’ll kill the son of a b—” and was interrupted.
“Joshua!” Ma pointed at him. Josh really could cuss like a sailor—whatever that means—but when Josh lost it, he had no idea what came out of his mouth. It embarrassed him when he found out some of the thing that he had said in anger.
“Sorry, Ma. We’ll get them Cody. They are not going to hurt the girls, Bubba. I promise you that. We’ll get them!” Josh was shaking.
We had all lived with Sierra’s nightmare. She had enough trouble putting their attack in the village behind her. She didn’t deserve this and my family didn’t need it either.
We slowly made our way back up to the house. Ma called the Constable and they had boats in the water headed in the direction that we gave them. He would stop back by to see the messed up flora and footprints outside the baby’s window. Yeah, they had been there. At least Robert had been there. They were ready to play a deadly game. I couldn’t allow them to win.
I went straight to the home safe and pulled out the boxes of shells. My grandfather walked in behind me. I hadn’t even noticed when they arrived that Pa, Marcus, Willie and Bobbie Lee were all wearing side arms. I looked around with surprise. We were all on the same wave link. This was going to end. One way or another, we were all determined that it would end in our favor.
Anna and Al flew down the beach and the parents went to meet them. Annie was holding Marty and rocking her back and forth in the hanging wicker swing. She held her finger to her mouth for me to be quiet. Marty had fallen asleep.
I looked at her questioning. Annie pointed me toward our bedroom. That’s where I found her. Emily was holding a hysterical Sierra. She looked at me with terrified eyes. “Emily, your folks are here. Let me take over here.” I whispered. Sierra heard my voice and turned and leaped into my arms. We both landed on the bed with a thud. When I’m not prepared for a Sierra onslaught, these legs don’t hold.
Sierra was crying herself sick. I grabbed the big pillows, propped up in a sitting position and then pulled her close. Mayla came in for a while. She whispered that she had called their doctor and he was coming out and I nodded. Mayla looked at her daughter and didn’t know how to control her fear. She felt helpless. Sierra was shaking and sobbing.
Sierra is a virgin. These guys about ruined that. We have been so religious about waiting and doing everything right and not jinxing our marriage. We were following her native traditions and superstitions. I was also raised with the same belief. They had terrified her. The things that they called her, the places that they touched and bruised—still haunt her in her nightmares.
This is why she was so terrified at the pool with the girls. The poor guy was just flirting. But Ma knew that Sierra couldn’t take it. I had no doubt that Ma would have kicked his sorry butt right then and there if he had tried to take it any further. She loves this girl that much.
About the time that I thought Sierra had it under control it would start all over again. I had cuts where her nails dug into my skin. She wasn’t aware of it, bless her heart. I really didn’t care. She had to work through this somehow. We needed to figure out what to do next.
The doctor, Dr. Connors, came in quietly. He did a quick assessment and gave Sierra a shot. She didn’t even flinch. Finally, she collapsed in my arms and I laid her down gently. Mayla came in so that I could go out and talk to the doctor and the Constable had just arrived.
I was scared to death about what all this meant. Sierra’s nightmares had slowed down and she had been all smiles lately. It killed me to see her so broken. Dr. Connors turned and looked at me. “Cody, Sierra has relived that nightmare with those boys for months. I was worried that she wasn’t going to work her way through it. This is not a good sign. We will keep her on a light sedation and then at night, we will make sure she sleeps.” He looked back toward the bedroom.
“I thought this was over for her…Now this? This is not good. Someone threatened your baby and next to you, that baby is her life. This has got to come to an end quickly.” He talked to Ma and Marcus for a few minutes. He promised that he would be back in the morning and left.
________
I stood in the doorway of our bedroom. Sierra was out. The doctor intentionally knocked her out. I didn’t know anyone’s heart could hurt this bad. I would do anything for Sierra, but what happened before, I couldn’t take back. I couldn’t let anything else happen. My grandmother must have read the emotions that were racing across my face. She walked over and put her arm around me and I just leaned. She’s never had to say a word and she knew it. So, I leaned for a moment, on the woman who had always been there for me to lean on.
“What are we going to do, Ma? Sierra just fell apart! I’ve never seen her like this.” I whispered.
Ma pulled away for a moment and stared into my eyes. Her brilliant blue eyes sparked. “We will protect them with everything we have, Cody. We will have to trust God to help us, honey. We have to take one step at a time and try to stay in control for Sierra and Martha’s sake.” I could see the anger in my grandmother’s eyes, but her voice was so calm and confident. It made me start to calm and get my head together. I’m not sure how she does that. I can see that she is just as angry as I am right now, but she hasn’t raised her voice once. How does she do that?
Finally, I took a deep breath and kissed the top of her head. “Okay, let’s do this. Is the baby sleeping?” And then we heard her. I’m not sure how I got to her first because when I turned Annie, Emily, Ma and Pa were standing in the door way. “I have her. Thanks.” I whispered. They left quietly as I held our baby girl close.
“Da!” Marty cried. She was as bad as Sierra. She leaned back and punched her little fists repeatedly against my chest, sobbing. “No, No, No, NO!” Marty cried.
“Baby calm down, I’m here. What’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?” I tried rocking her in the chair to calm her down. She clung a few minutes and then pushed away again and looked in my eyes.
“Where’s my Mama?” She asked in a whisper.
“She’s sleeping, Marty. She is in our bedroom.” Marty wasn’t going to tell me about this dream. I could already see it in her eyes.
“Do you want Mama?” I asked her as I kissed her sweet head.
“Yeah!” Marty wailed. And I held her closer.
“Marty, you’re pretty smart, right?” I asked her as she raised her eyebrow with an expression of ‘you gotta be kiddin’ me’. I had to smile.
“Okay I know—stupid question—dah—but listen; Mama isn’t feeling very well and the doctor gave her a shot to make her sleep so she could feel better when she wakes up. She’s really asleep, Marty, okay?” I looked skyward (another expression of my grandmother’s, like God was going to send me a sign or something). Marty was five months old! Why am I talking to her like she’s a teenager? Worse…How come she understands? Is there a dummies book for parenting geniuses…Anybody?
“Come on Marty, we’ll go lay down by Mama and see if you can go back to sleep, how’s that?” And just like all my women, I got a kiss and a smile because she got her way. I told Sierra’s mother that we would stay for a while. She left the room smiling. Marty was the perfect cure for Sierra. We had to keep them together for her to stay focused.
I laid Marty’s little body down by her Mama and I lay down on the other side. Together, we held hands and watched Sierra sleep. She was so beautiful. I saw Marty yawn. Two minutes later, she was sound asleep and I was yawning.
Sierra stirred. “Careful honey, Marty is in bed with us.” I whispered.
Those long eyelashes fluttered and I saw a smile start as she opened her eyes. She looked around. “Cody, have I been drinking?” She whispered. I imagine things looked a little foggy to her. I have no idea what the doctor gave her in that shot.
“No honey, the doctor gave you a shot to help you calm down and sleep. You’re okay.” I whispered back. I saw the reality hit and the shocked look in her eyes. “Sierra, it’s going to be okay.” I kissed her and tried to hold her even closer. She wasn’t shaking any more. She seemed calm even. Probably the drugs, right?
“Cody, are we in the forbidden zone?” Sierra looked up at my face and actually smiled. She was back, thank God.
“Well, yes we are. We have a baby in here with us, your Mama at the door and a crowd of people all over our house and deck. I think we’re safe.” I grinned. A big weight came off of my chest when I saw Sierra’s ornery smile.
“Mama is by the door?” She whispered.
“Uh huh!” I answered.
“Cody, can you hand Marty to Mama and lock the door?” She whispered and put her hand on my waist, knowing an involuntary shudder would occur. She giggled. Sierra traced her fingers up my chest and placed her hand on my chin.
“Nope, don’t think so. Not gonna happen.” I kissed her nose and leaned back. “You are running out of torture time. You just wait when it’s our wedding night, woman, I will chase you around the house!” I growled and backed my way off of and out of the ‘forbidden zone’. Sierra was giggling. That’s a good sign. That’s just who she is. “Do you want to come out with me, Sierra, or do you want to lie back down?” I saw her smile as she patted the bed and I shook my head.
“Okay, help me sneak away from Marty then.” She grinned and I hurried to her side as she almost fell back into bed. “You sure I haven’t been drinking, Cody?” Sierra didn’t drink—neither of us drinks—but she was pretty drunk at the moment. That was some shot. I braced her against me and she squeezed my butt and giggled!
“Sierra, I’m not taking you out there unless you behave!” I fussed at her. “Our folks are out there!” Sierra’s bottom lip poked out like Marty’s as I led her out. One look at Annie’s face and I had to look away. Annie and Emily bolted for the back door to the pool. As if I couldn’t hear them laughing their butts off! Friends!
Ma passed us up smiling and pointing to the bedroom. She was going to stay and keep an eye on the baby. I walked Sierra out to the lounge chairs and sat her down.
“No pool! Stay right here with your friends so I can go talk to our folks, okay?” I asked Sierra and she was grinning at me like a loon.
“Annie?” I turned and Annie was right beside me. “Please keep her still. She’s a little goofy right now.” Yeah, Annie was giving in a good try not to laugh in my face. I turned to kiss Sierra and she jerked my pants and I fell on top of her. I barely caught myself with my arms before I landed on her with all of my weight. “Sierra!” What am I going to do with her? She’s bad enough without drugs!
Sierra was still grinning when I managed to get back up. “Sorry!” She whispered loud enough for them to hear her in the next room—maybe the front deck. “Shhh!” She put her hand over her mouth and giggled. I rolled my eyes and she giggled again.
“Annie?” I cried for help.
“We have her Cody, go on!” Annie lost it. Yes, Sierra was a riot and NO, I would never let her drink if she acted like this, at least with other people around. I shouldn’t have looked back because Sierra was panting like a dog and even Annie was trying to calm her down. That was some shot!
I walked toward the sliding glass doors and heard Sierra loudly whisper to Emily; “Doesn’t he have the cutest butt?” I slid the door shut quickly and turned to see my best friends—and brother—laughing at me.
Josh hopped up and ran around behind me. He walked from one side to the other and then he looked at the other guys. “I just don’t see it, do you? William, does Cody have a cuter butt than the rest of us? I can’t tell.” Of course I blushed. What are little brothers and friends for, right? I guess it’s just to embarrass the crap out of you at every opportunity!
“You’ll understand when you find that right person, Joshua. Cody’s the only butt worth looking at to Sierra.” William laughed. “She’s drugged Cody, it is okay!”
I moaned and they laughed when I went over and beat my head against the door for a few seconds to get my brain straight. “That’s enough about my butt, damn it!” I started for the front deck and saw Ma looking out at me grinning. “Ah man! Sorry Ma!”
She shook her head grinning and motioned for me to look at the baby. It was a sight. Pa came in to help with his new granddaughter and Marty had crawled up on his chest and wrapped her little arms around his neck and they were both sound asleep.
I handed Ma the camera and she caught the moment in a flash. We have placed several cameras around the house—don’t want to miss anything with this baby—too many precious moments and with Pa’s heart—well, I want Marty to know Pa for a long, long time but I always want her to be able to see how much she has been loved.
Ma and I walked out to the front deck. The Constable and Willie were in a heated discussion. Sarah looked at me and threw up her hands. “Ma, why don’t you ladies help with Sierra…I have no idea why she is still awake. Please, don’t listen to anything she has to say. If you do, don’t tell her about it later, okay?”
Sarah looked at my grandmother with a knowing smile. “We have heard enough to understand, Cody Mon. Your woman loves you very much.” Sarah tried not to laugh as they walked by me but when my future mother-in-law lost it…I thought I was going to fade into the woodwork. If Sierra embarrassed me—but she didn’t embarrass our mothers—my grandmother—I think there’s a lot of stuff that we haven’t been told about our folks back when they were our age. Maybe, we weren’t so different after all.
Sierra thought there was something wrong with her because she got confused and couldn’t think when she was around me. Before, there were little slips of the tongue (saying what was on her mind) but only around me. Then when things became even more heated between us, the slips got more frequent. Now, it seemed like Sierra had no control. She said the first thing that came into her mind and then she would stop suddenly in shock, realizing that she had said something that she was thinking out loud. She embarrassed herself. When she told me some of the things that she had asked her mother, sorry I’m not repeating it, I about died. Maya is a beautiful older version of her daughter. She was so prim and proper and shy and quiet. I could not imagine her face when her only daughter asked explicit questions about sex.
I have tried to tell her that we will find out all of these things together. I don’t go around talking to my folks and my friends about stuff like that. But evidently, girls do talk about things that we guys—just don’t. That’s probably why Annie and Emily grin like fools at me all of the time.
Even Sarah—sweet dependable Sarah—has that look and grin like; ‘I know all about you boy’. And it freaks me out!
At the moment though, it seems like our whole future is up in the air. An hour ago—it was set in stone. Now—Robert and Sheldon were threatening to take my life—my future— away from me. How could this be happening?
CHAPTER THREE
Marcus shook his head at me but I ignored him. Willie was in the Constable’s face and he didn’t have Pa out here to back him up. I walked down toward the beach where they stood by the vehicles. Marcus, Bobbie Lee and Al followed me down and I noticed my brother and my friends were on their way down as well.
“Willie, what’s wrong man?” I asked quietly. Willie was a calm and gentle giant. I’d seen him scared. I’d seen him angry. These boys about killed Annie and William with their rafting trap on the river. Willie was past anger. He was livid.
He stared at me for a minute. “How is Sierra?” He asked in almost a growl. He was trying to regain control.
“Better. A little drunk from the shot but other than that, I think she’ll be okay.” I put my hand on Willie’s shoulder. “Constable, you mind telling me what’s happening here? Why aren’t you trying to find those creeps instead of standing here arguing with a man who has every right to be upset right now?” I kept my voice calm and even. This was a volatile situation and Willie still had a gun strapped to his side and the Constable had his hand on his own weapon.
“I am trying to do my job, Cody. Willie doesn’t think it’s good enough!” His voice shook. Yes, he was a little frightened of my big friend and the group of family and friends that were gathering close.
“Sir, the thing is these guys have slipped by you and your deputy on several occasions. They have about killed all of the kids in this group right here and the girls out back by the pool. These fathers have a right to be frightened and angry. How many times can someone get by with attempted murder and get free? You think about that and remove your hand from that weapon, Sir. We are not your enemy, but we will protect our families.” I kept my voice low and calm.
I felt the tension relax in Willie’s shoulder and I let go. He crossed his arms over his chest and stood in a less threatening stance.
“I can’t have a bunch of vigilantes running around my town and on the water ways and jungle with guns ready to shoot. Innocent bystanders could be hurt or killed!” Okay, that’s what I figured the argument was about.
“The sooner you catch these boys the better we all will be. We will protect the lodge, the island, our home here and Marcus and Bobbie Lee’s homes. We will carry protection but it will only be used in self-defense. You find them, Sir. I would love to put the ammo back in the safe and hang my great grand daddy’s shotgun back up over the mantle.” I took a breath and then stared at him flat out. “Robert was here, do you understand that? He scared our baby. He has threatened my fiancé. She had to be sedated, damn it! You know what they did to her before. I don’t think Sierra thinks you will protect her. I assure you, Sir. I will.” Ma walked up beside me and; bless her heart; she had slipped on the shoulder holster and pistol that Pa got her.
“Ah—alls I’m sayin’ is that I have to be able to bring these boys back alive.” He stuttered as he looked at Ma. It was comical. Ma was not smiling. She stared him down. All you could hear were the giggles out by the pool and the waves hitting the shoreline. Ma’s gaze never wavered. She was good. Pa would have been proud.
Finally a small smile appeared on her face and she said; “Then I suggest you find those boys first before they show up here, Sir.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. It’s nice to know your grandma can kick butt. And Pa can blow it off!
The Constable shook his head and walked back to the Jeep that they had used to cruise the back roads. He knew he was going to have a problem with this family. They were pissed. They had a right to be. What they didn’t know, if the boys resisted arrest, his deputies and the government’s military had been told to bring them down. They were supposed to try to wound them if they could. But if not, bring them down. He didn’t want these families to know that and give them free will on the matter. He had no doubt that Robert would die before he touched Sierra again.
________
It didn’t take long for the Constable to leave. He was pretty frustrated… I understand that. We all like George. He’s a good man. These guys were slicker than oysters in a bowl full of snot! Every time they thought they had the idiots shipped off they showed back up like a bad penny.
Pa joined us out at the pool yawning. He laid Marty in her bed and she was sound asleep but he had the monitor in his hand. Marcus told him everything that happened. Ron shook his head at Willie. He understood his friend’s frustration but Cody was right to step in and deescalate the situation. He would have done the same. Cody was becoming a really solid young man. He had a good head on his shoulders.
Willie finally laughed. He started to lighten up a bit as he told Pa about Ma coming out there and setting the sheriff straight. Pa looked so disappointed. He would have loved to have been in the middle of that. His wife came out and handed him the photo that she had hurried and ran off to show him of his granddaughter and him sound asleep and his face softened.
He kissed her gently and looked at the group watching them. “Eat your heart out, boys! My woman can take sweet pictures, carry a gun and talk down the sheriff. And she’s ALL mine!” And finally the mood lightened all around.
I finally got Sierra to bed. I made Annie escort us. She was laughing the whole time because Sierra—was being Sierra. She had me laughing by the time we snuck back out and her Mama took over.
“Oh, Cody Mon, you are in SO much trouble!” Annie laughed and I just grinned.
What can you do? I felt like running down by the ocean screaming like a fool “She Loves Me!” It still amazed me. I was still afraid that I would wake up and none of this had ever happened. That’s a painful thought.
________
I fell asleep out in the hammock and Annie had slept next to Sierra. Pa was in the hammock on the other side of the deck and Ma was in bed with the baby. I’m not sure where everyone else ended up. I woke to the sound of an engine.
There was a van down front. I looked at my watch and it was eight o’clock in the morning. It was after four o’clock before everyone had a chance to lie down. “Pa, are we expecting a van?” I asked quietly and jumped to catch him as he jumped out of the hammock.
“Whoa! It is okay, Pa. Did you order some work that I didn’t know about?” We were all pretty jumpy.
Pa finally focused a minute and shook his head. “Yes, I forgot to tell you. That’s security guys, Cody. They’re putting in a whole security system here, then at the lodge and then out at the island. It’s state of the art. Put on some coffee and come on down, Bubba.” He yawned, rubbed his belly, stretched and headed down to meet the security guys. The man thought of everything. What he forgot, Ma filled in. They were hard to beat. I hurried in and started the coffee pot and peeked in on Sierra. Annie waved at me to let me know that she was okay. We weren’t sure how our patient was going to be when the shot completely wore off.
I looked in our guest bedroom and found the guys. That could have been a blackmail picture. There was a king size bed in there. William, Joseph, and Bo were stretched cross ways of the bed and Joshua had the pillows on the floor. Marley was lying with his buddy, Josh. I motioned for him and he came running.
My dog was pretty much Josh’s dog now but Josh needed him. I didn’t mind sharing my buddy. I had someone to hold. Josh had Marley when I wasn’t around. That seemed fair to me. Josh had grown to love Marley as much as I did. Marley had become a family dog. I let Marley out and watched as he checked out the people on the beach that were setting up their equipment and then I watched in amazement as Marley did a perimeter check like a guard dog. He came and sat on the deck, scanning the area. Marley felt it. He knew the village idiots were loose. He must have smelled Robert out by the window.
“Good boy, Marley, Good boy!” I hurried to bring his food and water out to the deck. The guy needs his strength if he’s going to guard all day!
Ma came out with coffee mugs, looking for Pa. I grinned and offered to take his coffee to him but she waved me off. “I have this one, Sugar. I think Sierra may be waking up.” She whispered and headed down to my grandfather. They spent a lot of time together. She hated book tours. She hated to be away from my grandfather. I was beginning to understand that.
“Da!” I looked around to see our little angel waddling toward me with no one holding her hands! It amazed me! She was so tiny! She was walking! I looked up and saw her Mama standing by the bedroom door. Sierra was so beautiful that she took my breath away. Marty was like a little miniature of Sierra and she wasn’t biologically our daughter. You couldn’t tell that when you looked at the two together.
I hurried to meet our baby and slid down onto the floor. “Look at you…A walking midget!” I laughed. Uh oh! There’s the bottom lip again.
“I notta a mid wid-what?” Marty stopped with her hands on her hips. Lord, she looked like Sierra! She even imitated her moves!
“No darlin’, you are not a midget. Sorry. You are the cutest little angel baby that I have ever seen walking!” I hugged her to me and in a flash Sierra was on the floor beside us. She was beaming with the same pride that was pumping through me.
“Wow! You walk so well, Marty!” She praised her and Marty rushed to her Mama’s arms. “You are our angel baby!” I saw the tears in Sierra’s eyes. Marty did that to us. She was just a miracle. She was a blessing that we weren’t sure we deserved. Neither of us thought that we would be parents this soon. Yes I know—biologically, Marty is not ours. But in our hearts, no one could love her more.
Marty held Sierra’s face in her little hands and stared into her eyes. “Mama, you okay?” She demanded.
“I am okay right now, honey. When Daddy and Marty are with Mama, she’s just fine and dandy.” Sierra kissed her on the head and looked at me with fear in her eyes. I understood. It was as good as she could do.
Sierra looked at me funny for a second and then I could feel her thoughts in my head. I fixed my gaze on her and held out my hand. She leaned against me with a sigh and everyone watched a silent exchange between us; “Cody, I’m sorry. I don’t know why they scare me so much.”
I answered back within our own little ‘zone’. “Sierra, you cannot help this. We will get through it together. The idiots are crazy and you have a right to be afraid. I will protect you, honey. We will fix this.” I held her close for a few minutes.
Sierra turned and kissed me gently. “Thank you.” I heard her say while everyone else just witnessed the gentle kiss. We both looked down at Marty and she was smiling. Could she hear our thoughts, also? That could get embarrassing at times. We looked at each other with raised eyebrows…scary.
________
I hurried down to see if there was anything that I could do to help my grandfather and his crew. They quickly told us about all of the security cameras and perimeter alarms that they were installing. Pa went for top of the line stuff. This had to have cost him a fortune.
My grandfather seemed rough and gruff but the man had a heart of gold. He was going to make sure he was going to protect his family and friends. To top it off, he hired the security team to patrol all of our places twenty-four/seven, until these boys were brought in. It could have been a little over kill, but when it is your family you’d do anything to keep them safe.
The security team was going to come in as they finished putting in the security monitors and explained how everything worked. Then they were moving out to the island and then back to the lodge. They would finish at Marcus and Bobbie Lee’s places before the actual van went back.
The security details would be in place with two guards per family. It was a good plan. Pa and I hurried in to explain it all to the girls.
Sarah and Willie had left earlier for the lodge,
Marcus and Bobbie Lee had already left to take their boats out. They asked for the kids to stay with us until all security was set in place. They knew that we would protect them with our lives.
Anna and Allen, Emily’s folks, left during the night to get back to their business but they begged for Emily to stay here where they felt that she would be safer.
________
The smell of bacon hit us when we opened the door. I hadn’t realized it but most of us didn’t eat anything last night. The smell of breakfast was wonderful. I looked around and Sierra and Marty had disappeared and the guys had not managed to get out of bed yet.
“I’ve got them, Ma.” Ah, time for payback! I grabbed the camera that Ma had left by the computer and snuck into the bedroom. Perfect! Bo, William and Joseph were still sprawled across the bed. Josh sat up on the floor and grinned at me. He reached up and tickled Bo’s foot. Bo rolled into Joe, Joe rolled into William and I snapped the picture. Perfect!
“What the…” William bolted out of the bed like a bear and then he looked down at his two blood brothers laughing. They didn’t want that picture to get out. Bo and Joseph were out of the bed in a flash.
“That’s not funny!” Bo fussed. “Give me that stupid camera!” Of course, I just couldn’t do that. I passed it to Josh and he ran out of the door. He was smart enough to stop directly behind Ma and she was laughing when Bo stopped short and growled at Josh.
“Now that’s a rough way to wake up, Bo. Why don’t you go wash up? Breakfast is almost finished.” Emily had retrieved the camera and they hid it to download the evidence later.
“These guys are all like brothers, aren’t they?” It felt so natural to be in this kitchen working with this lady. Wherever this family was, they seemed to have a calm, peaceful and loving feeling surrounding them.
Annie giggled. “Will Cody will escape the bedroom before Sierra attacks him?” Carol and Emily rolled their eyes. They all felt sorry for Cody. But it sure was fun to watch. In spite of the dark tan that handsome redhead had, Sierra had him beet red with embarrassment constantly.
________
I walked into the bedroom and found a naked baby bouncing up and down on our bed. “Hey, kiddo, you are going to get hurt up there. I grabbed her and held her close for a second.
“How ‘bout some clothes? Marty wore swimmers half of the time. We used tape to make sure they didn’t fall off the tiny baby. This morning she wanted to wear her new size 0 training pants. Thank God, Ma had thought to put a little tuck in them to fit better. Marty was almost potty trained. She hated diapers. She would prefer to go naked all of the time because her only accidents that she had now was when she was trying to get her pants down.
Between Marty and Sierra, if we lived alone on an island, they would be running around naked all of the time. I slipped her little T-shirt on her and brushed her hair. Sierra had the shower still going.
“Let’s take you out to Nana.” I whispered. Sierra never left the baby this long. Something was wrong. I hurried and handed Marty to Ma and hurried back.
I knocked on the door. “Sierra, are you okay?” She didn’t answer. “Sierra, come on honey, are you okay in there?’ She still didn’t answer.
I finally opened the door. Sierra was sitting in the corner of the shower shaking. The water was so hot that steam poured out the door when I opened it. I reached in and shut it off. I grabbed one of the big bath towels and gently carried Sierra out.
“Shhh, Sierra, it is okay. Come on, honey.” Ma met me with the sedative that the doctor left and helped me dry Sierra off. She was so gentle with Sierra. She helped me get shorts and a tank top on her. Sierra’s body shook almost in convulsions. Yes, she was naked. Yes, she was beautiful. It didn’t faze me. Sierra was shattering like broken glass in front of me. Ma finally managed to get Sierra to take the meds while I pulled on dry clothes. She left to call the doctor.
I held Sierra as wave after wave of tears and shudders made their way through her. She clung to me. Trying to access Sierra’s thoughts right now was impossible. She was all over the place.
When I visualized a little of what was tormenting her, it even frightened me. She had been positive that she was going to be raped in the assault. I could hear Robert and Sheldon’s filthy talk in her head and Sierra crying out that she was not a whore and begging them not to hurt her. I felt nauseated.
I wanted to find them and kill them with my own bare hands. They had no right to do this to Sierra. They had no right to haunt her like this. I was shaking and pale.
I felt her broken heart and it was breaking my own. Ma came back in and told me that she had called the doctor and he would be out in about a half an hour. Annie and Emily came in to help me. There were no jokes or snide remarks. It wasn’t funny anymore. Sierra was on the verge of a breakdown and we all knew it. Annie grabbed a couple of cool washcloths.
With all of us working as a team, Sierra was slowing down but she still was shaking. I honestly think if Robert’s face peeked in the window at that moment, I would have blown his head off without a second thought. That shocked me. I guess this is the answer. When it comes down to a man’s family, he doesn’t hesitate.
Annie heard Mayla and both her and Emily ran out. I stayed. I wondered what was up because I heard a lot of excited voices and Mayla crying, but I couldn’t leave Sierra to find out what was happening. I had a feeling something really bad was going on but I was too afraid to leave Sierra even for a moment at this point.
Sierra couldn’t talk. She tried—she tried so hard. She knew she was out of control and struggled hard to contain it. “It is okay honey, just hang on. We will get through this.”
I heard Marcus—wait—Marcus went fishing with Bobbie Lee. Then I heard Bobbie and moaned. This was not good.
Finally, the doctor came in and gave Sierra another shot. This one hit even harder because it was on top of a sedative that she had been given an hour before. Dr. Connors looked really worried. Ma came in when Sierra went slack in my arms. “Cody, they need you outside. I will stay with Sierra.” She said quietly. My grandmother had been crying. She was pale.
“Bring Marty in here, honey. I will take care of both of them.” She whispered. Obediently, I went and took Marty out of Sarah’s arms. Sarah was back? I hurried into the bedroom. “Stay with Nana and help with Mama, okay sweetheart?” Marty shook her head in agreement. Her big brown eyes looked so sad. Marty somehow understood what was happening. At least she knew whatever was happening was hurting a lot of people.
“I love you, Baby.” I whispered and she wrapped her little arms around my neck.
“We take care of my Mama, Da—get ‘dem bad guys!” She demanded. Ma and I looked at each other. Yes, Marty understood way too much for a child—any child.
I hurried out front to try to figure out what was happening. The doctor had Marcus and Bobbie Lee sitting on the stools in front of the breakfast bar and he was assessing their injuries.
“What happened?” I demanded. I gladly took the chair that Josh pushed behind me. I hadn’t realized that I didn’t put the suit on. I had walked out on my own steam and my knees and legs were contracting like crazy. It was painful. Josh and Bo immediately tried to rub pressure points to release the contractions. They had gotten use to this. My face must look like total agony, especially when the cramping and contractions start. “I’m good, thanks.” I muttered even though my knees were jerking up and down, the pain was already subsiding. “Please, tell me what happened.”
Marcus had burns, cuts and bruises. Bobbie had a few of his own. Bo explained to me quietly. “They rigged Marcus’ boat to blow, Cody. Papa and Marcus got almost to the reef when it exploded. Marcus was thrown out into the water and Papa fished him out. He rushed over to his fishing pods and pulled him out and revived him. The boat patrol is out there now. The boat pieces are everywhere. Cody, they tried to kill Sierra’s father!”
My cell phone rang. The guard had a trace on all of our phones and motioned for me to go ahead and answer. “Hello!” I yelled into the phone. Pa came in and put a hand on my shoulder.
“Hey American rich brat, did ya’ see the big boom? One down…I wonder who will be next? Mayla? Sierra? The baby? I’m gonna take them all away Cody Austin, one by one. You think you are so big and bad. You think you have it all, don’t you big boy? You ain’t got squat! You will lose everything and then, then you will die also. How does it feel, Cody Austin? How does it feel when your life is taken away piece by piece? Not so big and bad now are you?” Robert was laughing and I had a death grip on the chair.
“Robert, you need to notify your next of kin.” I stated flatly.
“And why is that, Cody? What do you want to tell them…that I’m a bad boy and I won’t stop until I get what I want? I think they know that by now.” He said.
“No Robert. I know that they already know that you are a scumbag. It’s just customary to notify family in cases like this.” I watched the guard and he finally nodded. He had the trace.
“It is customary for what, Asshole?” He growled.
“Well Robert, it’s pretty obvious. You are a walking dead man. You are just too stupid to know it yet.” My voice was controlled and Ma stepped out of our room and looked at me surprised.
“Are you threatening me, Cody? Is this what you are trying to do?” He yelled into the phone. He really thought he was going to get by with this.
“No, jerk wad, I’m stating the obvious. Would you like us to notify them for you?” I was pissing him off. I knew it. The Constable was zeroing in on his location right now. I was desperately wishing that Robert would show up on the beach just so that we could put an end to all of this.
“Maybe I will kill you first…you arrogant son of a bitch!” He yelled.
“I’m right here, village idiot, come on down.” I was furious, but at this point it was a controlled fury. I wish he was dumb enough to take the bait.
“I’m not the dead man, Cody Austin—SHIT!” We heard gunfire and the line went dead. Evidently, the Constable found them. We all stared at each other and waited.
The doctor’s phone rang about five minutes later. Connors flipped it open. “Dr. Connors.” He answered and then listened to the man yelling the other end. It was Clyde, the deputy, and he was hysterical.
The Constable—George—had been shot. He was still alive and Clyde was rushing him back to the village. He was pretty sure Sheldon was wounded but he wasn’t sure about Robert. He knew that Robert was the one that shot George. Dr. Connors ran out with one of our guards to protect him and they headed back to town.
We stared at one another. They were serious. They were planning on killing everyone involved and anyone that got in the way. They just didn’t care. Life did not matter to them and I led these guys right into a death trap. I buried my face in my hands. Everyone was quiet.
“I’m an idiot… that was my fault.” I whispered to myself.
Finally, I rolled over to where Ma was finishing what the doctor had been interrupted from. We had a huge emergency kit in our home, at the lodge, at the island, every vehicle—yeah, you get the idea. Ma was very serious about making sure that they were capable of stabilizing and getting Pa, Josh, me or anyone well enough to be taken to the hospital.
“What can I do to help?” I asked quietly.
Marcus flinched as Ma put the last of the burn ointment and Adaptec strips on the burns on his back. I went over to the med cabinet and took out the bottle of pain pills that Dr. Anders had given me for my legs. They were Vicadin and I wouldn’t take them, but they could help these guys out. I handed the bottle of thirty pills to Ma and she smiled. She knew when they were prescribed that I would never touch them. I think she was glad right now because she quickly gave both big men two of them each and a glass of water.
Sarah was still holding onto Mayla and I saw the gentleness in Marcus’ eyes when he held his arms out to her.
“We’ll get them, love, try to stay calm for our daughter.” He pulled her against his chest. “We will have Bobbie Lee’s boat swept for bombs and all of the other boats. I don’t think they will go back there but we will be careful. We will work together until this is done and then we will find another boat. It is okay, Mayla.” He kissed the top of her head and looked at my folks. The pain in his eyes was not from his injuries—it was his heart. His family was in danger. Sierra felt it. She had some weird premonitions sometimes that were terrifying. Just as the thought ran through my mind, a blood-curdling scream tore through the air…Sierra.
Marcus beat me to Sierra. Marty was crying and shaking her Mama with her little hands. “Mama…Mama, it is a bad dream—juz a bad dream!” She cried. She looked up at me and held her arms out. Then she held her hands over her ears. The shrill wail coming from Sierra was tearing through this little baby. “Daaa!” She cried and I grabbed her and held her close.
“Ma…” I cried. My grandmother took the sobbing baby out of the room, out of the house. Marcus sat back with his hands on either side of his face. No one knew what to do. I climbed into bed with Sierra and pulled her close. “Go on out Marcus, take care of Mayla. I have her.” He nodded and left. The big man had tears running down his face.
“Sierra, please honey, you have to calm down.” I noticed Marcus and Mayla were still standing in the doorway holding on to each other. “Sierra, what is it? Talk to me…let me help you.”
She finally pulled away from me and stared in panic as she searched my face. “They killed my Papa. They blew up the boat and Papa was flying through the air with flames right behind him. Robert killed my Daddy!” She wailed.
“No, no, Sierra.” I held her face in my hands. “Listen to me. Your father is standing right there in the doorway with you mother. They did blow up the boat. Bobbie Lee saved your father, honey. He is injured but he is right here. Look at me, Sierra.” I demanded and when her eyes finally focused, I turned her face toward her parents. Tears poured out of her eyes like a water faucet.
“Papa?” Sierra cried. “Oh Papa!” She tried to get up but fell back and Marcus and Mayla were at her side in an instant. I slipped back away to give them space.
My grandfather was standing in the doorway and I hurried over to him. “Cody, this isn’t good.” He started. “Marty is hysterical right now. Ma is trying to control her out at the pool. They’re flying George out. He has a bullet pretty close to his heart. We’ve got to pull these guys back together.”
“What do you need me to do?” I asked quietly.
“Start with Josh and Bo and then calm Sierra down. Then work on the baby. We’ll stay with Marty for now but you know she’s going to want to see her Mama to know that she is alright.” He said quietly.
“I’m going to kill him, Pa.” I stated flatly.
“Not if I see him first, Bubba. Let’s get our family back together. Then we’ll regroup. I have some of the men out at the island doing the animals and all of the security teams are in place by now. I just didn’t think about the damn boats. If they can get explosives…” His voice trailed off.
Pa realized what we were up against now. These guys wouldn’t stop at anything until someone stopped them.
I nodded and headed out front and down to the beach where the guys were. Annie and Emily were with William and Joseph. The girls were really shaken. The guys weren’t much better.
I noticed that William and Joseph were wearing side arms now. Pa had taught everyone how to shoot and how to handle weapons. He wanted his guides well prepared and then he wanted to make sure that the families could defend themselves. It’s a tough world out there and my grandfather believed in taking care of his own.
I slipped out of my chair and sat down at the dock between my brother and my best friend. Josh was pale. He didn’t need this excitement. It just didn’t take much to make the Malaria flare back up. He wasn’t that far beyond surviving it to be tempting faith now.
“Josh, you have to get a grip man. I know that you’re angry and that you’re scared. We all are. You can’t be any help if you go down and that would really piss you off. So for your own sake, Buddy, pull it together.” I told him quietly. Josh was a smart kid. He had a bad temper. A lot had happened to this kid. He had a right to be a little volatile but he had to learn control. “Pa needs us, Josh.” I knew that would get him. He adored my grandfather.
“I know it Cody, okay? I can’t believe these guys! Are they crazy? Do they really want to die that badly?” I understood Josh’s confusion. It didn’t make a lot of sense to me either.
“Yeah, they think that they are too young to die, I guess. But we know that death has no age preference. We’re smarter Josh, we can’t take chances.” I tried to explain.
I turned and looked at my best friend. I knew he was kicking himself because he hadn’t gone with his father. He felt like he had let his uncle and his father down. “Bo, you were doing your job.” He looked at me in surprise. “You were here helping protect the baby and the girls. We needed you. Don’t lose it now, Buddy, this has just started. Sierra is a mess. Marty is terrified. They need you, Bro!” I rubbed his back and punched his arm. Yeah, he needed a hug—come on—we’re guys, alright?
Then I looked up and saw Annie and Emily and they held both my brother and my best friend and the guys held on for dear life. William, Joseph and I all stared at each other. It was time that the Blood Brothers pulled together hard and fast. All of our eyes had tears brimming over. Bo didn’t cry. He was a tough kid. He knew that he could have lost his Dad just as easy as he could have lost his uncle. It scared him to death. He wasn’t alone.
Annie and Emily both laid a hand on my shoulder. “We will help with Sierra and Marty, Cody. You worry about ending this. You need to protect each other too. Please, Cody, don’t let anything happen to our guys.” Annie pleaded. Yes, they were terrified—for William, Joseph, their families and their friends. They had a right to be. We were all a bundle of nerves but we were going to pull together and make this nightmare end.
We were supposed to be getting ready for the wedding of a lifetime and now—this—this bullshit—had destroyed everything. We had to get it back together. This should be the happiest time of Sierra’s life. We all had enough grief to last a lifetime. No one needed this. Sierra needed for things to chill out so they could finish the plans for the wedding and she could enjoy every moment of it with her parents and friends. This was just wrong.
I stood up on shaking legs and pulled both girls close. I kissed to top of both of their heads. “This is going to end. This is going to be finished. The next few days might get a little rough but we are going to pull together and get through this. I’m not going to let them hurt anyone else.”
Annie looked up at me and smiled through her tears. “Sierra is a lucky girl, my friend.” The girls kissed my cheek and headed quickly to the house.
William and Joe came over and sat down beside me. I was thankful for the benches that we had placed on the pier. My legs felt like crap right now. I had almost no strength left in them. “Well Brothers, what do you think? Do we keep all of the children and the women here under guard and go hunting?” William asked quietly.
“That’s what I’m thinking.” I looked at Josh. “There’s only one problem. I have to have someone here that can keep Marty and the boys entertained, watch the surveillance cameras nonstop and keep Marley on patrol. I know we have a couple of guards but…” My voice trailed off.
Josh stood up and put a hand on my shoulder. “That sounds like my job, brother.” He said quietly. I think he knew that’s what I had in mind but I hated to ask him for the favor. He had been kept out of so much already.
“Josh, you probably could handle that.” I looked at him sincerely. “It might get bad, Josh. It may end up right back here anyway, no matter how hard we try to stop them. Pa taught you how to shoot, right?” I wasn’t sure until I saw it in his eyes. Josh would protect them even if it meant having to take a life to do it.
“Pa showed me how to use the shotgun, Cody.” He looked like an idea hit him suddenly—out of the blue—and he grinned. “I got it!”
“Got what, Josh?” William asked him.
“We all have the paint guns and jars of paint pellets at the hideout, right? Cody don’t you have some here, too?” We all looked at him dumbfounded. “Think about it! Those babies hurt like hell when they hit right? Why don’t we tweak them up where they will cause some major pain and teach all of the girls how to use them. Y’all could carry a couple also. This could be a serious paint ball fight and they may survive it.” Yeah, Josh was ready to take a life if he had to but the boy had a good idea, didn’t he? The girls could pull the trigger if they thought they were just going to light them up with glow in the dark paint.
“Bubba, I don’t think Marty is the only genius in the family!” I hugged my brother tight. Hey, brothers are allowed to do that and still be manly, okay?
“Let’s go talk to our folks, what do ya’ say?” We all headed in and went out to the pool where everyone but Ma, Marty and Sierra had gathered.
Everyone listened to what we had to say. Willie’s eyes twinkled when he hugged on little David. The boy had clung to him as soon as Sarah arrived with the boys. “Good thinking, Joshua! I think the girls would love to color these guys like Easter eggs while inflicting a little pain.” They were all in agreement. Pa had brought out several handheld things of mace and he even had a few hot shots that worked pretty close to stun guns. You used them on animals—but—well—why not? It added more protection for the women.
Pa and Marcus sat up to show and demonstrate different techniques for Josh and the girls to use to get away and then how to use the hot shots and the mace.
Josh demonstrated the paint guns on the big padded board that we had out back to practice on. Then, he was going to modify the strength of the delivery. I gave him the box of new gas canisters that I had gotten in last week. Josh was a happy boy. He planned on causing some serious pain on the enemy.
________
I hurried in to relieve Ma. She needed a chance to be in the middle of the preparation and I needed to be with the girls for a little bit. I sat in the wheelchair looking down at my beautiful, sleeping ladies. They made my chest hurt just to look at them. I found myself praying. If there is anything that can humble a man or boy down, it’s when his family is in danger. I felt so inadequate to do something so important.
Sierra slowly opened her eyes. I think that she sensed that I was there looking at her. She looked at the sleeping baby with that sweet gentle smile and then she eased out of the bed and came and sat on my lap.
We rolled into the bathroom so that we could talk quietly and not wake Marty. We left the door ajar so that we could keep an eye on her.
“How are you, Sierra?” I whispered as I kissed her gently. She clung to my neck and her face was buried in my chest. I could feel the wetness on my chest from her tears. “We are going to get through this, Sierra. You have to have faith, baby.” I told her quietly. Sierra still shook uncontrollably and I knew that she couldn’t cope with Robert attempting to kill her father. This was not fair. This should be such a happy and exciting time for her instead of having to be terrified for her family’s lives and her own life.
“I am so sorry that this is happening, Sierra. I don’t know why they hate me so much.” I whispered.
She held her hand to the side of my face. “It is my fault, Cody. It is not your fault. I have known these boys since we were small children. We have been through grade school, junior high and high school together. Robert and Sheldon use to fight about who was going to marry me after we got out of school. Then you came into my life and I had no eyes for anyone else. I never really liked either of these boys. I knew them and I knew their families but I didn’t have time for boyfriends. I barely recognized that they were around and yet they teased and picked on me all of the time. Bo didn’t realize how badly they were harassing me until he stayed with us after his mother died. Then, Bo stuck close by my side whenever he could and shielded me from them.” She took a breath and looked at Marty.
“After you came, they knew that I would never look at them and they got mad. In their warped mind, they thought that Annie and I belonged to them. That’s what started all of this. Annie and I didn’t even like those boys as friends. They were mean and cruel and rude—nothing like you, Bo, Joseph or William.” She smiled at me gently. “We were use to strong but sensitive and caring men. They appalled us and they knew it. They just kept getting angrier and blaming you and Josh, then, they blamed us. They didn’t know about Joseph or he would be in the middle of their hate as well.” She kissed my chest and grabbed a towel to wipe her tears off and dry her eyes.
“They never had a right to you, Sierra. You had the right to choose whoever you wanted. Josh didn’t deserve any of their crap. It isn’t your fault. It is theirs. We have everything. We have each other. They have nothing and they know it. It’s easier to blame someone else than it is to look in the mirror at your own reflection.” I told her and looked up to see Annie smiling at us.
“Hiding in the bathroom to make out now? Have you two no shame?” She kidded. She reached over and gave us both a hug. “If you are up to it Sierra, they want to show you how to use the paint guns and things. They have a good plan and I think it will ease your mind. I will stay with Marty.”
Sierra smiled at her best friend and even managed to kid back. “I brought him in here, kissed him all over his chest and he just isn’t interested. I don’t know what to do.” She jumped up and started giggling. “Well, I guess he is.”
Yeah, I blushed and growled. Annie rolled her eyes and went to sit in the rocker next to the bed. Sierra tried to walk steady and it wasn’t working. I pulled her back down on my lap and took her out giggling. I’d rather have her like this instead of losing it. Annie was grinning and shaking her head when I looked back. She had become such close friends with Sierra. Emily wasn’t far behind and I thought it was great. All of us got along great.
We passed Emily on our way out to the pool. She was going in to help Annie. These girls were so sweet and caring that I felt like all of us were very lucky to have them in our lives.
Sierra saw her father and didn’t remember seeing him earlier by her bedside. She jumped up and he caught her as she flung herself at him. Mayla was right next to her family smiling. She looked at me beaming.
Ma stood with her hand on my shoulder. “You two make a good team. You’re good with her, Cody.” She whispered in my ear.
“I’m just learning, Ma. I hope that she knows how much I love her.” I said quietly. Pa had kicked back in a lounger next to Willie and both men were napping. “Is Pa alright?” I asked.
“He’s just tired, Cody. They want to go check out the island and the lodge. He wants you to wait until they come back.” She frowned at me. “Yes, I know what you are planning. Let’s take this slowly and do it right, okay?” My grandmother understood that these fools would keep coming and we were better off looking for them that waiting on their next move.
This was the second full day that these guys had been loose. They injured a prison guard and the Constable. “Ma, how’s George?”
“Critical but stable, honey. He’s lucky that he is alive. The bullet nicked the lower left ventricle of his heart. I have no idea how he survived it. Evidently, Clyde moved fast and Dr. Connors did a heck of a job before the helicopter got there.” She had never heard of someone surviving a gunshot wound that nicked the heart and landed in a lung. She was happy, extremely happy, and believed once more that God was working miracles.
“I feel bad about this, Ma.” I said sadly. I liked George. We had words. I know that, but I never disrespected the man. He did the best he could. The village idiots were only going to stop when they were dead.
I think Ma saw the resigned look in my eyes. She was probably thinking the same thing.
CHAPTER FOUR
I sat in front of the computer while everyone went out to go over the weapons and teach the girls as much as they could. Jake was on the computer also. My cousins; Jacob and Shelby lived in California. Their father, Stephen, is in the Navy and he’s stationed in San Diego.
“Hey Cody, long time no hear from! Where have you been?” Jake said as Shelby came to join him. She smiled in the monitor and I noticed Bo was standing over my shoulder looking back at her smiling. We spent about a half an hour talking and catching them up.
“Cody, maybe we should come down early and help out.” Jake said. He was frustrated. He thought that the village idiots had been locked up for good.
“No Jake, we have enough people in harm’s way now. I’m sorry, man. I hope we can take care of this quickly before someone else gets hurt. Sierra is really upset.” I told them. Shelby had tears in her eyes.
“Cody! She has a right to be scared. You know what they did to her! If you hadn’t showed up when you did…” Her voice caught.
“I know Shell, calm down. I don’t blame Sierra for being upset, okay? I’m just really worried about her. She’s never been this way before.” Shelby and Sierra were really good friends.
“We will protect my cousin, Shelby, do not worry.” Bo said quietly. He spoke so gently whenever he talked to Shelby. Yeah, I recognized it. I’m not too sure that I like it. But, the big guy had a major crush on my cousin.
“I know you will, Bo. I just wish we were already there!” Shelby said frustrated.
“We don’t want you in harm’s way, too. That would just make it harder. You guys can come in and help us pull it all back together before the wedding, okay?” Bo was unwavering. As much as he wanted to see Shelby, he didn’t want her here, not now, not with all of this happening.
“Cody, we were just talking to Uncle Brian. He doesn’t know about any of this, does he?” Jake asked.
“I haven’t had time to tell him, Jake. I’ve had my hands full.” I stated flatly.
“Cody, he’s really upset. You haven’t returned his calls or his emails.” Shelby explained and she looked a little worried.
“I haven’t been on the computer until right now to talk to you guys. I didn’t know that he called. Why is he so upset if he doesn’t know about all of this?” I asked. I wasn’t really sure that I should worry about it right now.
“He thinks you are way too young to be getting married, Cody. He’s furious with his parents for allowing it.” Jake said.
“Oh.” That was all that I could think to say. The chat window was flashing. “I think that’s him. We’ll call as soon as we can, okay? I’ll talk to him now and get it over with. Later.” I signed off and saw Shelby blow Bo a kiss and I just shook my head and smiled. What can I say?
I punched the window to pop my Dad up on the monitor. “Hello Dad.” I said flatly. I’m not too sure that I needed to talk to him right now but, he would be bugging Ma after we left to look for Robert if I didn’t.
“Cody! Why haven’t you answered any of my calls? What the hell is going on?” He demanded. “We have to talk about this. You and Sierra are too young to be getting married! You have college—a full scholarship! And you want to be married and raise a baby and go to school at the same time? Are you crazy?”
I looked at him in the monitor for a few minutes. No, I shouldn’t have answered the chat window. I was trying really hard not to get angry. Seriously, my grandparents raised me. Does he really think he has the right to tell me how to run my life? “Dad, you don’t have to come to the wedding if you don’t want to. But it is happening. We are in the middle of some serious stuff here right now and I don’t want to argue with you, I’m sorry.”
“Cody! This is wrong and you know it! You are just a kid!” He growled. No, the man wasn’t going to quit.
“You know, I already do my share with Marty, more than you ever did, Sir. I got the scholarship, only because my grandparents went all out to make sure that I had the knowledge to compete for it. I love Sierra.” I was trying not to get angry.
“Marty isn’t your kid!” He yelled. “What? Is she pregnant?” Ah man, he was pushing it. I felt Ma step in behind me and tell Bo to leave.
“Brian! That is enough! We didn’t tell Cody about your phone calls because a lot of bad stuff has been happening. Leave him alone! He’s under enough pressure!” Ma demanded. And yes, she did raise her voice a bit which was a rare thing around our home. Evidently, my father had been harassing her and she was protecting me from him, again.
“Dad, Sierra is a virgin. She is not pregnant. Her life is in danger. We are in the middle of some serious crap here and I will not listen to any of this any longer. Do not harass my family or my friends. If you can’t accept the fact that I am marrying this girl that I love, you don’t have to come to the wedding. If you can, you are still invited.” I was furious but I tried to keep calm.
“You’re an idiot!” He yelled into the monitor.
“No, I am your son. I don’t respect your opinion of me. You don’t know me, Sir, and you probably never will. Leave my family alone. Take care of your own family.” I said.
“We have to talk about this!” Brian demanded.
“Brian! That is enough.” Ma said. “Cody, I hear Sierra waking up. Go calm her down honey.” She looked back at the monitor as I went to our bedroom.
“Are you trying to push your son away? He does not owe you anything. He has shown you a lot more respect and a lot more consideration than any other teenager would in this situation. We attempted to talk them out of this. Yes, we did. It didn’t work. They are both going to the same college. They have everything in order and they act more responsible than most adults. Brian, you are going to lose your son altogether if you don’t shut up and pay attention to what is happening here!” Ron walked in and put his hand on her shoulder. He and the others had just got back from the island.
“Carol, go get the things ready for the boys and I will talk to our son.” He said quietly. She looked at the monitor and sadly shook her head. She left to help the others and Ron sat down and stared into the monitor. “What in the hell do you think you are doing, Son?” He demanded. Then he took the time that we didn’t really have to calmly inform his son on all of the things that were happening.
“Brian, you need to understand a situation before you go and start verbally abusing your son. You are so lucky that this young man—yes Brian, he is a young, responsible man—he loves you, Son. Don’t turn him against you. You have no idea how responsible and tough this kid is. He may only be almost seventeen but he is more mature than most men are at thirty. Your mother doesn’t need this. You want to help? Then get your ass down here and help! But do not call here acting like you know the right thing to do here. You have to know your son—really know your son—before you can tell him what he has to do.”
“Do you need me down there?” Brian asked quietly.
His father explained why everyone was so tense and that Cody, Sierra and the baby’s lives were in danger. He felt pretty dumb. Cody probably hated him right now.
“That’s up to you. If you come down Brian, you are going to have to leave your attitude at home. I don’t think Cody can take much more from anybody—not even you. He has tolerated a lot and he still loves you. Don’t blow it!” Ron said. He was ready to shake his youngest son. Brian had never been as responsible and level headed as Cody was. He had no idea what a good man that Cody really was.
“I’ll see what I can do. Tell Mom that I’m sorry. I was just frustrated when I couldn’t get hold of anyone. You guys are so damn far away.” He grumbled.
“Yes, we are.” Ron stated flatly and flipped the computer off. “Thank God.”
I walked in to hear part of the conversation. Pa was a lot kinder to his son than he should have had to be. I didn’t like my father disrespecting my grandparents. It really upset me.
“You okay, Pa?” I asked.
“Yep! Let’s get this show on the road.” He stated and stood up to head to the dining room table where everyone was packing backpacks and getting ready to move out. “Put this out of your head, Cody. We’ll deal with this later. You don’t want to be distracted.”
I shook my head in agreement. Later, sounded good to me. Never, sounded even better.
________
I hurried through a shower. I had decided to wear the older suit. I didn’t want to mess the new one up out in the jungle. I was trying hard to cram thoughts of my Dad out of my head. I hated to be this angry. This whole thing was a dilemma for me.
Yes, he was my father, a father that was never there. I was a sick kid, okay? I understand that. If all parents dumped their kids and ran when they couldn’t handle their medical problems or ‘life’ where would that leave the world? The kids would be in the hands of the grandparents.
That really wasn’t fair. They deserved a life also. But grandparents like mine that had stood by me and tried to do everything medically possible to make me better—and doing it with loving acceptance—they don’t deserve crap like my Dad always laid on them. They are doing the best that they can and personally, I don’t think they’ve done all that bad of a job. I shook my head and tried to clear my head. I don’t need this now. I have to think clearly and get this over with.
As I got out of the shower, Sierra handed me a towel. “Cody, I’ve put out a pair of Levis and a tank top and I packed your hiking boots, socks and a rain jacket. Carol packed your meds and a modified, light weight first aide bag.”
She put her hands on my arms and turned me around. “Hey! Where is your head, Cody? What is wrong?” I realized I hadn’t said a thing about her coming into the bathroom, about being naked, no teasing and no griping. She was worried. I had to shake this off.
I lifted her up onto the sink and she lost it when I lost my towel. I grabbed it quickly and wrapped it around my waist. She giggled a nervous laugh and then wrapped her arms around my neck and clung. “I’m sorry Sierra, I was thinking about my father, how to go about this, you, the baby, and the wedding. It’s all jumbled up in my brain right now. I have to get my head on straight. I wish I hadn’t taken my Dad’s call.” She surprised me with the sweetest kiss ever.
I blew it and I know it. Somehow I had to get a grip. I could stay right here like this forever. I poured everything into that kiss. It was going to have to last for awhile. I didn’t even realize that I was standing on my own two feet and had lifted her off of the sink and into my arms.
Sierra pushed back and sat back on the sink. I caught myself with both hands on either side of her on the sink. I started to lean in to get just one more kiss for the road and she held me back.
She stared into my eyes. “Now, what are you thinking about?” She whispered. It was probably a good thing that she couldn’t read my mind right now.
“You.” I said.
“And?” She smiled.
“The wedding.” I answered.
“And?” She asked.
“You, the wedding, Marty and forever.” I smiled and leaned in to take that kiss. How did she know me so well? “Thanks for getting my head back on straight.” I whispered.
There was a knock on the bedroom door. Sierra smiled at looked at me. “Get it together big boy, I’ll get the door.” She giggled and went out shutting the door. I wish we could skip everything and it be the day we were getting ready for our wedding. It seemed years away about now.
Sierra handed me a pair of trunks so I could leave the bathroom. Thank God, my grandparents were sitting on our bed. I opened the door and headed out.
“Hey, I’m just about ready.” I said as I made my way to the chair. My gait was getting quite a bit better. Walking comes natural to most people and they start when they are little and light weight. I’m six foot two inches and a hundred and seventy pounds. I grew two inches and gained ten pounds in six months. It’s a little hard to start walking when you are this heavy and this tall. It’s a long way down to the floor.
Carol and Ron watched Cody walk across the room to his chair. The boy’s legs were muscular and tanned. He was a walking miracle. Carol actually sent Sierra in to distract him. She knew it was kind of mean but if Cody’s mind was centered on his lovely fiancé, he would be okay.
Brian upset the boy pretty badly. “Look at you! You are moving better all of the time, Cody! I think you’re right about wearing the suit so much. It is like you are having constant physical therapy even when you don’t realize it. Have you pushed it yet?” She was staring at a miracle. They said he would never be able to bear his own weight and they were so wrong.
“A little…I can just about walk around the inside of the house without folding. I’m not sure these legs are ever going to be strong enough to support me Ma, but they are doing better. If the suit malfunctions, I still should be able to move for a while.” I assured her.
“Why aren’t you wearing the new suit, Cody? Wouldn’t that be a better choice?” Carol had designed the first suit that was damaged. It was a little heavier and had been modified to be just pants.
“I don’t want to mess the suit up before the wedding, Ma. I like the old pants. And I can take the shirt off and not have a vest from the suit. It’s hot out there and they are predicting rain, heavy tropical rain.” I told her and Sierra came over and sat on my lap. My folks got use to this. Sierra couldn’t exactly sit beside me in the wheelchair. It wasn’t really intimate to us. (Okay, sometimes it was, darn it). It was like holding hands, sitting on the couch, I guess. They didn’t think anything of it. Now, if they had seen us in the bathroom? That might have shocked them a bit, maybe.
“Are you okay about your father, Cody?” Pa asked.
“Yes. I am now.” I said and grinned at Sierra. “He just caught me off guard, Pa, I’m okay. He just doesn’t understand.”
“So, you aren’t upset about this?” Ma asked in amazement.
“His opinion is his opinion and I guess he is entitled to it. I’m okay, Ma, we don’t have time to worry about all of this crap right now. Don’t worry about it okay? I know who matters. You guys taught me about what’s important and what comes first.” I looked at them and at Sierra and little Marty who was now trying to climb up my legs. I reach down and lifted her up to sit with her Mama on my lap. “My family—my true family—is right here. You guys, these guys (I hugged my girls close) and the guys out there. I know my priorities.” I smiled at them and I saw the twinkle in both of their eyes. They understood. Pa grabbed the baby and headed out with Marty blowing us kisses.
“Get dressed boy! You have ten minutes—use it well.” He laughed as he kissed my grandmother on the way out the door.
“Your folks are so sweet, Cody.” Sierra whispered in my ear.
“I know and they are so in love that they understand us.” I smiled. They’ve set a goal so high I only hoped I could be that good. Forty-five years of marriage and still in love. That sounds impossible these days but I plan on following in their footsteps.
Sierra had her ornery smile back. She stood up, turned around and climbed back onto my lap. I was surrounded by Sierra. She smelled of jasmine and lilacs. She was making sure that I had enough kisses to last and for once, I wasn’t pulling back. I’m not sure whose heart was beating louder or faster. This time—for a first time—Sierra pulled back shaking. She whispered. “Am I the only one who needs a cold shower here?” She laughed and then she stood up and looked down at me and she was grinning like a loon. “Oh thank God! I thought you had become immune to me!” She was giggling. The sedation was light and she was adjusting. It may be an act so that I won’t worry about her when I’m not here but she seemed steady.
“I will never be immune to you, Sierra. But I want a lot more than ten minutes with you. I want forever.” I stood up and lifted her in my arms for one last kiss. “Now, get out of here so I can get it together and get dressed, okay?”
She left smiling. That was Sierra. She had never been high strung, neurotic or hysterical—except when Robert or Sheldon was involved. She was terrified of both of them, especially Robert. This had to end.
Sierra was humming when she headed out to the kitchen. Annie and Emily looked at each other behind her back. Annie was grinning. “She’s baaa-aack!” Sierra spun around and looked at her friends and laughed.
“Friends! I didn’t go anywhere! I just don’t want those idiots to hurt my family. I am afraid, really afraid. Cody doesn’t need to worry about me. We have to hold down the fort and protect our home. I hope the Constable shot both of them and this is over. That would be the best thing. I want this to be over and no one else hurt.” She looked at her friends and held out her arms.
“Thank you. I love you two, you know that don’t you?” Cody found the three of them just like that when he walked into the kitchen with Marty in his arms. These three girls were even closer than he and his blood brothers. Annie was always there to help pick up the pieces when Sierra fell apart. Emily was getting just as close pretty quickly. We all made a good team.
“Hey Baby, I have to go.” I told her quietly and she came to take Marty. I looked at Annie and Emily and smiled.
“Take care of them.” I kissed Sierra on top of her head and the baby’s cheek. “Stay tough, we’ll be back as soon as we can. Don’t let down your guard. Don’t go out alone or unarmed. You girls stick together. Okay?” I was afraid to leave them. It terrified me.
“We know the drill, Cody. No one is taking any chances. We do have to go for a fitting the day after tomorrow. If you aren’t back, we will make sure that we have an escort and someone guarding the house.” Sierra said. I had forgotten about that. They had already postponed the fitting once. It would be their last chance.
“I forgot. Okay. Be extra careful…never go anywhere without the guards and the family. All of you…be careful. We need you to be safe.” I hadn’t realized but William and Joseph had walked up beside me.
Sierra handed the baby to Annie and jumped into my arms. “You be careful, Cody. I will die if anything happens to you.” She whispered through the kisses.
“Ditto. Take care of my baby.” It was hard to pry her away but Ma and Mayla were right there to do just that. I smiled at her. “It’s going to be okay. Be careful.” We hurried out and jumped on the wave runners.
Josh came running. “Wait!” He hurried toward me. He lifted a chain made from rawhide with medicine bag over my head. “Pain meds, seizure meds and a good luck charm. Take care, brother!” He bumped fists with me.
“You too Bubba, and take care of the girls and the babies. We’re depending on you, Bro!” I yelled as we roared off.
________
We took our time and stayed close to shore before we circled back to go to the fishing islands. We would park the wave runners and walk the beach and a couple hundred foot of jungle and then continue on. We had to make sure that they were not anywhere close to our home before we went out. We went into Pirate’s Cove and William grabbed one of the gas cans that we had hidden there to top off our rides. There was no sign that Robert or Sheldon had been there.
We headed toward the lodge on the cut over river and watched the banks closely. These guys were well oriented to the jungle and the surrounding islands. They grew up here and they knew it like their own back yards. When we had made our last trek inland we sat on the wave runners and ate a protein bar and downed a bottle of water. William looked at me. “We’ve been out for hours now, Cody. There’s no sign of them.”
“I know. You know what I’m thinking?” I asked and continued as they looked at me. “I’m thinking that Sheldon is really hurt. I don’t know about Robert but, if one of you guys was hurt and I couldn’t get you inland to a doctor, what would I do?” Joe was staring at me.
“He went straight back to their camp, didn’t he?” He asked.
“That’s what I’m thinking and we know it is in the fishing islands. So, why don’t we head there before it gets dark on us?” They nodded and we headed out.
We took the most direct route but spread out to where we could barely see each other. We didn’t want to miss a boat coming in. They may try to sneak in and get a doctor when it got dark. They should have already done that last night, but they didn’t. No, Sheldon had to be hurt badly.
It was almost dark when we reached the islands. We took the second island because it was getting too dark and also because my grandfather knew the man that owned the place. He had a decent little clapboard house that we could spend the night in. There were several men on the mainland that marked places that had their fishing cabins that we could use in our search. We covered up the wave runners and carried our bags into the house. This place was used a lot and we didn’t expect Robert and Sheldon to try to use it. They were smart enough to avoid the regular fisherman that was out here constantly. They would probably use one of the islands that were still damaged from the hurricane and were not in use.
After we got the fire going in the fireplace and William and Joe started some dinner, I stripped down to my boxers. I needed out of the suit to let my legs get some air. It had been unbelievably hot and muggy all day and now the rains had finally hit and were beating against the roof and the windows.
“Man, we got in here just in time.” I said as I dried my hair. I opened up the medicine bag to take a seizure med and I found Sierra’s locket. That’s what Josh called the good luck charm. I opened the locket and stared at a really nice picture of Sierra on one side and Marty on the other. He was right. They were indeed my good luck charm.
We all put our sleeping bags on the floor, locked the door and passed out for a couple of hours. We hadn’t found one sign of these guys so far. If we were really lucky, we’d find them dead. I know that sounds cold. I can’t help it. I want my family and friends safe.
________
I woke and lay very quiet and listened to Joseph and William breathing slowly and evenly. What did I hear? I eased myself out of bed. There it was again. I reached over and grabbed my 9 mm and crawled out of bed. “William!” I whispered as I balanced against the breakfast bar.
Will’s eyes flashed open and he was on his feet in the next instant. He saw the gun in my hand. “What is it?” He whispered.
“I heard something.” I whispered.
William reached down and put his hand over Joe’s mouth. Joe woke up and looked at me and nodded. He got up and both boys had their guns in their hands quickly.
Bam, bam, bam! Something or someone beat against the door.
“Who is there?” I said gruffly. I knew I was not ready to face an onslaught of Robert right now.
“Please, please—help me!” It was a girl’s voice.
“Who is with you?” I whispered.
“No one…I got away from them. I stole the boat and I ran. But it is raining so hard and I’m hurt. Please…” I eased open the door and the small girl fell into my arms.
Joseph and William were out the door in a flash and scouting. The girl was now unconscious. She had been beaten badly—and worse. Damn it! I carried her to the couch and threw a cover over her.
The guys ran back in, drenched. “What do you need?” William asked.
“I need a damn doctor!” I grouched. “Okay, okay! Let’s think about this.” My mind was racing. “Bring me the emergency bag and then take a wave runner and get the boat away from here. Hide any sign that she pulled into here and then hurry back. We can’t get her out of here tonight.” None of us had planned on this. I finally carried the unconscious girl to the kitchen table and turned on the light so I could assess the damage.
I found a large pan and pumped water from the well and started heating part of it on the stove. She had to be bathed down and her wounds had to be dressed. I kept an eye on her as I searched the emergency bag for what I thought I might need. Finally I had betadine soap and sponges and went to work. If I wanted to be a doctor, I should be able to handle this, right?
I didn’t realize that I had tears running down my cheeks by the time the guys got back. I had the girl washed down. Cuts were cleaned and steri-stripped where it was needed and bandaged. It broke my heart to realize how badly this young girl had been brutalized.
I dressed her in one of my T-shirts and boxers and had just finished washing her hair and drying it. William watched me brush her hair out. I was crying my heart out.
“You will be a great doctor, Cody.” He said quietly. “She’s been hurt badly, hasn’t she?”
“Yes. I don’t think anything is broken—maybe a rib or two. They have sexually brutalized her. She was probably a virgin and she’s in bad shape. She needs to be in a hospital. I don’t know how she got this far.” I rubbed my face hard with my hands. “If you want to pull back the sheets on the bed, we’ll carry her into there and take turns staying with her. It will be daylight soon. Let’s fix some food up so we don’t have to have the fire going after the fog lifts, okay? Joseph? Would you take first watch? I need a break.” He nodded and I walked out of the cabin to stand in the pouring rain.
I could feel Sierra in my thoughts again and tried to block her. She didn’t need to know this. “Stop Sierra, please, don’t do this.” I whispered.
“Cody what happened?” She cried. Then I could visualize her fear in my mind.
“I can’t talk about it, Sierra. Please, don’t dig any deeper here. We found a girl. She’s been hurt. We will be in touch, Sierra. I just need a minute.” I fussed and I could feel her fading. “Sierra?”
“I’m here, Cody.” I heard her whisper.
“I love you.” I whispered back.
“I love you more…” And she was gone.
I leaned against the house and sobbed like a baby. Robert and Sheldon had every intention of doing the same thing to Sierra. If I hadn’t seen them…If they had more time before I flew over to stop them…Jesus! How can something like this happen?
This girl would be damaged for life. She probably would heal physically, but mentally and emotionally, she would be permanently crippled.
I thought about all that Sierra had gone through. I stopped them short of penetrating her—but the fear of the rape was there. The terror of not being able to fight them off had to be the nightmare than Sierra kept having. This girl did not have anyone to come to her rescue. I turned to see William standing in the doorway with a towel.
“Come Brother, you have to get it together.” He said and handed me the towel. I walked back inside and dried off and got dressed. “Cody, we couldn’t have saved this girl. This has been happening for a few days now.” He told me quietly as he handed me a cup of coffee. Will’s voice shook with emotion. This hurt all of us.
“Yes, I know. They had to have grabbed her from the village on the way through. I think I recognize her.” I looked at the open door where Joseph was standing.
“I am thinking she is that little girl that does some of the tourist work at the lodge—Jordon—Jordon something. If I remember correctly, she’s only thirteen—maybe fourteen years old.” I shook my head as William walked back into the bedroom and came back out a little paler.
“It is Jordon, Cody. She is my cousin. I didn’t recognize my own cousin!” William was furious. Jordon was black and blue and cut and scraped. Her eyes were almost swollen shut. William didn’t see her that closely under the bright light in the kitchen. “I will kill those boys.” Will’s eyes were black with fury. Joseph and I looked at each other and nodded. I felt the same way.
I had never hated anyone before in my life—but right now? God help me. I felt like I could kill both boys with my own bare hands. “It is Jordon, William. We will take really good care of her and then try to get her back to the lodge tonight and they can get her to a hospital. Emotionally, she is devastated. That’s why we have to keep it together and get her out of here. She has to be awake and coherent first, William. We have to move her on a wave runner. You can take her out as soon as it is safe. We’ll get her out of here, Bro, and then we will deal with these guys.” I told him quietly. William looked crushed.
“I am sorry.” William said quietly and I looked at him and waited. “I thought that Sierra was too emotional. She had to see in their eyes what they planned to do with her. You saved her Cody. Sierra saw this happening to her. Those animals need to die. I will cut their pride and joy off with my filet knife!” He growled.
William didn’t get angry. He was his Dad made over. But a man changed when family was hurt. He could kill without hesitation. I knew that this was what Sierra had seen in their eyes. There were times that I believed that she actually dreamed that the assault had gone all of the way.
I sat on the bar stool at the breakfast bar and held my face in my hands. We didn’t expect this. We had to keep looking for the boys. We had to get Jordon out of here. I sat up abruptly. “I’ve got it! William, get up on the roof and try to get a signal on the cell. If we can get the fisherman that owns this place to come and get Jordon and get her out of here. He could come out fishing with Bobbie Lee. Bo could come with them, if it’s safe to leave the girls. Robert would expect the fishermen to be out, right?” Will ran and grabbed his cell phone and his gun and headed out.
I headed to the bedroom. “Go grab some coffee, Joe. It’s going to be a long day.” I whispered and went over and sat down by the young battered girl.
“Jordon, can you hear me? I need you to try to wake up now, Jordon.” Her eyelashes fluttered and she moaned. “Wake up and I will give you something for your pain.” I said quietly and Joseph brought in a bottle of water.
“Who … who are you?” She whispered. She struggled to try to sit up. I propped pillows behind her and got her in a semi sitting position.
“My name is Cody Austin. My folks own the eco lodge. You’ve worked there, right?” She was talking. That was a good sign.
“Are you Sierra’s handsome redhead?” She asked.
I smiled at her. “Sierra is my fiancé. Here, take this pain pill and let’s see if we can get you feeling a little bit better.” I had no intention of pushing her. She was going to need a lot of one on one therapy by a professional.
She looked up at Joseph. “Who is that?” She demanded.
“That’s Annie’s handsome boyfriend, remember…the college boy?” I asked her quietly. She was squinting through swollen eyes and I imagine that her vision was a little messed up right now.
“Yes, I remember. Wasn’t there another one...I don’t know if I remembered that or if I was dreaming. Wasn’t there another one of you?” She asked. She was getting confused.
“It is William, Jordon. He is up on the roof trying to call his father. If we can get the fisherman that owns this place out here, we will get you to the mainland. I have some extra swimming trunks—probably be like a dress to you—but better than nothing.”
Joseph tossed them at me. “Put these on and let’s see if we can get you out to the kitchen and get you some breakfast.”
“Cody, did you fix me up? Did you bathe me?” She asked embarrassed.
“I had to Jordon. Don’t worry about it. I’m going to be a doctor, remember? I love Sierra too much to really look at another girl. I treated you with the respect that you deserve. Those boys are going to pay for this Jordon, I promise you that. They will pay dearly.” I assured her. “Now, there is a bathroom through that door. I put a toothbrush and comb in there. Go freshen up. If you need any help, I will be here. Just yell. Okay?” I started to stand back up and she reached for my hand. Her little hand was shaking.
“Cody, thank you. I thought I was going to die. I wanted to die. Thanks for saving me.” She said quietly.
“Jordon, you are a very brave young lady. You saved yourself. I just patched up your injuries. You’re going to be okay. We are all here for you, okay? I’ll wait in the main room for you. Will and Joe fixed breakfast and coffee. Let’s get some food into you and see if we can get you home.” I placed my hand on her cheek. “I am so sorry, Jordon. This should not have happened. You didn’t deserve this.” I turned and walked into the other room to give her some privacy.
William came back in and was sitting at the bar. “How is she?” He asked.
“She needs medical attention. Did you get hold of Willie?” I asked.
“Yes, he is picking up the owner and heading out as soon as the rain lets up. Man, it is wicked out there! They’ll do the whole fishing thing and then slide in here for lunch. Do you think she can be moved?” He asked.
“I think so. We need to get her out of here to safety. Keep your cool around her, William. She’s been through enough.” I said calmly.
“I know that. I’ll be okay. It just hit hard at first.” He said looking at the closed door to the bedroom. “She’s just a child.”
“Yes. She needs us to be strong and protect her.” I replied.
“Cody, we have to ask her some questions. Do you think she’s up to it? I think I saw which island they that they are staying on. I saw some smoke, anyway. It’s about a mile away from here and it is one of the islands that haven’t been cleaned up yet. So, I don’t think it is anyone else.” He said.
“We’ll ask questions. She’ll answer what she can. I gave her one of those pain pills Josh put in here.” I patted the medicine bag. “She should be feeling better.”
“We’re stopping them, Cody. They can’t get to our girls.” Joseph said.
“I’m with you, man. They are going down.” I said and we all agreed to that as little Jordon walked in. She was just a child. She may have been five foot tall and maybe eighty pounds—maybe. They raped and brutalized a child. They were worse than animals. I felt so much fury flash through my system that I wanted to go and find them and kill the idiots on the spot. I have never felt so much rage in my life.
“I want to help. What do you need to know?” She asked. William fixed her a plate and Joseph brought a cup of coffee. I sat her gently in an old recliner in front of the fire and pulled a blanket over her.
“You have to eat and get your strength back. We’ll sit here for a while. You tell us what you can and take your time. All of us will switch off and keep an eye out. I don’t think he can get here without a boat but we are not taking any chances, okay?” I told her.
I sat on the floor with the couch to my back and settled down to wait. Joseph kept the door open and stood in the doorway keeping watch and William sat down by his cousin on the floor. Jordon ate breakfast and drank the strong coffee while she tried to find a place to begin the story. She was only a child. She shouldn’t have ever thought of this happening to anyone—much less—experience it.
“I was in Placentia with my Mama shopping. I had to go down to the marina to pick up a few things for my father at the docks. Someone grabbed me from behind and put their hand over my mouth. I fought to try to get free but the man was big and strong—he stunk of sweat. I was dragged under the pier and then I realized it was two of them and that I knew who they were. But they were supposed to be in jail. And I was confused.” She paused, still looking confused.
“They tied a gag in my mouth and covered my eyes with a torn T shirt. Then they tied my hands and my ankles and the biggest one, Robert, threw me over his shoulder and carried me down to the water. I fought but I couldn’t get free. I must have caused a little bit of trouble because Robert knocked me out. They took me to that island that Mr. Jeffrey owns. He hadn’t done anything since the hurricane. It was a big mess. They took me into the house and tied me in a bed. My hands were tied to the top of the metal bed and my feet to the bottom. I couldn’t move…” Her voice broke and William pulled a chair over close to her and held her hand. We could see her wrists were cut, bruised and swollen. Her ankles looked just as bad.
“It’s over now, Jordon. It’s over.” I said quietly. “They took you on the way to the islands. What? Four days ago? Does that sound right?” I asked her.
“Is that all?” She cried. “Has it only been four days?” She wailed. “I thought it had been weeks. They had the bedroom all dark and I couldn’t see anything. I had no idea whether it was day or night.” She placed her face in her hands and sobbed. William held her and let her cry. We didn’t know whether she could go on.
The rains started again and were pelting the house. Joseph had to shut the door. He went and got Jordon another cup of coffee. “It’s raining too hard, Cody.” Joe said quietly.
“I know.” I answered. The rains had started just as hard as they promised they would. It was probable that Jordon wouldn’t get out of here today.
She looked up after about ten minutes looking like a scared little child. “They won’t find me again, will they? Will you please shoot me before they take me again? Please Cody! Promise me!”
I was at her side quickly. I held her hands in mine and looked into her eye. “No, Jordon. I won’t shoot you. You have to survive this. I will blow their sorry butts out of this world but no one else is ever going to hurt you again.” I promised her and she was crying against my shoulder.
“Jordon, would you mind staying here with Joe while William and I see exactly where they are and what kind of shape they are in?” I asked.
“No Cody, you don’t want to do that! Wait! Let me tell you the rest of it.” She said and pushed back into the chair. We sat back and waited. “I think you know—since you had to have examined me to patch me up. They took turns…” Her voice cracked. “They did awful things to me. When I cried or fought, they punched me over and over again. The things that they said to me were awful. I—I—had never—you know—before. I was in so much pain. They left me there in the dark for hours and hours. Then they would come back and do the same thing all over again. Then they would be gone again.” A shudder went through her and Will wrapped the blanket around her tighter and went to add wood to the fire. “The last time that they came back, Robert was carrying Sheldon and there was a lot of blood. He untied me and made me help him clean and bandage his wounds. Sheldon looked really bad. I said that Robert needed to get him to a doctor or he could die and Robert backhanded me and I blacked out.” Her voice trailed as she stared into the fireplace. Her eyes told the story even better than her words.
“When I woke up, it was dark again and raining like crazy. Robert had put me on the kitchen table and was—you know—doing stuff with me unconscious and I woke up screaming. He held his hand on my throat, trying to strangle me. He seemed to like to try to kill me and do that. When he wasn’t looking, I picked up the iron skillet on the counter and I swung as hard as I could. He was on the floor bleeding and unconscious when I ran out. Sheldon looked dead on the cabin floor.” She looked so fragile and small to be telling such a horrific tale.
“I didn’t check. I just ran and got the boat. It wouldn’t start at first but I kept trying until it finally caught and I took off. The waves were so hard and the rain was hurting and I barely saw your light. I pulled the boat in and crawled up here and you found me.” Her voice broke again. “Thank God, you found me!” William held her and rocked her. His jaw was set and I knew that we were on the same page. These boys were going to die. If they weren’t already dead, they were going to die.
________
Sierra sat on the edge of the bed rocking back and forth. Annie came in and found her like that. “Sierra, what’s wrong?”
“Cody has seen something so bad that he is losing it. I can’t see what it is, Annie. It’s bad, though, it’s really bad. He was crying like a baby and he was throwing up. Something broke his heart and made him really sick.” Sierra cried.
Annie stared at Sierra for a moment. “Sierra, how do you know this?”
“I can’t tell you, Annie, but I know it. There’s a little girl out there and Robert and Sheldon have hurt her bad. Oh Annie, they have done all of the things to her that they threatened to do to me! She’s just a child!” Sierra wailed and clung to her best friend.
“Calm down, Sierra. Whatever has happened, the guys will fix this. If there is a girl there, they will bring her back to us to take her to a doctor. Cody was losing it, sister, because he has a really big heart and can’t stand anyone to be hurt.” Annie shook her head. “Sierra, can you read Cody’s thoughts?” She asked in surprise.
“Sometimes.” Sierra whispered.
“Oh. My. God!” Annie said in shock. “That poor boy!”
Sierra stared at Annie and the little ornery smile started to appear on her face. “At least I know he feels the same way.” Annie just shook her head and hugged her. She couldn’t imagine being able to read Joe’s mind. She wasn’t sure that she even wanted to.
________
“Sheldon, wake your ass up, Man! Come on damn it! I need your help.” Robert looked down at his friend. He held an ice pack over the wet washcloth on the side of his head. He had the headache of the century. “Sheldon, she got away! Come on, damn it! Wake up!” Robert walked around the cabin in a daze. He went back and sat at the kitchen table and tried to stop the bleeding. It can’t be too bad. Head wounds bled bad, that’s all. Damn bitch! Laid his ass out with a cast iron skillet! Who knew that little thing had that much strength? He reached in the refrigerator and brought out the bottle of rum that old man Jeffrey had in there. He started drinking the headache away.
He’d show her. Little twit! These island girls were getting so uppity and goody two shoes now that the Americans starting showing up—making them think that they could do better. Well, evidently they were built about the same, right? Maybe they weren’t hung like a horse like the island boys were, maybe the girls would get tired of the little white meat! Yeah, he was getting drunk. He had no idea that he had been hit hard enough to cause swelling on the brain. The rum eased that and it tasted good.
He staggered back into the main room of the cabin. “Sheldon, enough of this man, wake the hell up!” He kicked his friend and Sheldon moaned.
“There y’are! Hey pal! How da’ hell are ya’? Come on Sheldon, sit up and drink some this—it is good stuff—make ya’ feel all better!” Robert’s speech was slurred and his vision was blurred.
“Our fun times ran off wid’ da’ boat, man! We gotta go find her!” He looked at Sheldon with one eye closed. Yeah, he looked a little better this way.
Sheldon slowly pulled himself up. He throbbed with agonizing pain. The Constable had shot him twice; one in the side that went straight through and one in his upper leg. Evidently, that one was still in there and it hurt like a mother! “Robert, are you drunk?” He asked. What was he thinking? They were on the run. “Christ, man, you are stinking drunk! What’s the matter with you?”
Robert shook his head and grinned. “Dat’ liddle girl packs a heck of a wallop, man! Took me out wid’ a dang skillet up side my head! You believe dat’? She laid me out!” And he slurped the last of the bottle of rum down. “I’ll go find ya’ some, Buddy, bound to me more booze ‘round here somewhere!” He staggered to his feet and fell back down laughing. “Whoops! Dat’s some good stuff!” He tried again and staggered to the kitchen whistling off key.
Sheldon laid his head back against the couch. What had they done? He knew Jordon. She was just a kid. He had a sister her age. William would kill them for sure now. “I deserve to die.” Sheldon told himself. He knew that he was the lowest of scum, no better than Robert. Prison was not the place for young island men. There was a lot of hard core Mexicans there that wanted to try out the new guys. Robert and him both had been repeatedly raped and beaten. Robert swore that Cody had told them that they were rapists. Someone did.
Robert was right to jump that guard and beat the crap out of him. He was one of many that broke them in. A guard! Robert was set on revenge and wanted his manhood back. Sheldon admitted to himself, he did too. He didn’t like being the bitch. He had to do something to get himself back but it didn’t work.
They ruined a child—a virgin—and they didn’t get their manhood back. They just turned into animals. It didn’t change what happened. “Yes.” He told himself. “I need to die.” Sheldon pulled himself up and limped into the kitchen. “Did she take the boat?” He asked quietly as he watched Robert bang through the cabinets. He went over and started the coffee pot on the stove.
“Yep. Little woman took our transportation, Bro. We are stuck here.” And he started laughing hysterically. “Guess we showed her, didn’t we?”
“Showed her what, Robert? That we’re a bunch of sick bastards? Yeah, we showed her alright.” Sheldon growled.
“Ah, guilty conscious, huh? Would have been better if it had been Sierra and Annie, now wouldn’t it?” He grinned.
“Maybe…At least it wouldn’t have seemed as wrong…Sober up, Robert. We have to get out of here.” Sheldon felt like he had grown up overnight. Why it didn’t happen before he screwed up so badly, he’d never know. Now, he just felt sick. He deserved the pain he was in. He chose to hang out with a mad man. Now they both were going to die and they deserved it.
“She got the boat, man!” Robert wailed.
“You sure there isn’t another one around here? Have you looked?” He shook his head at his drunken friend. He grabbed Robert and stuck his face in the sink and started pumping the hand pump to bring cold water up from the well. Robert spit and sputtered and finally realized that Sheldon was right.
“Fine! Fine! Damn it! Get me some of that coffee and I’ll go out in the storm and see if I can find a dang boat! Man, you ain’t no fun when you’re all shot up! No fun at all!” He grumbled as he wiped his face with a towel. Sheldon was pretty strong. He had been misjudging a lot of people, huh! He sat down and took the coffee and Sheldon bandaged his head while they tried to decide what was to be done next.
CHAPTER FIVE
Sierra was sitting quietly down on the pier. Cody had been gone six days now. Sierra couldn’t reach his thoughts although she had tried repeatedly. She could see his face at times and knew he was smiling at her but he had figured out how to block her from seeing what was happening. What Robert and Sheldon had done to Jordon had to have devastated him. Cody was so sensitive to other people’s pain, it had to be tearing him up but he wouldn’t let her inside to console him or share his pain. What good was this gift if you couldn’t use it when the other person needed you? This was the first day that the sun had come out. It had rained nonstop.
Willie told her a little of what happened to Jordon and that the guys were taking care of her until they could get her out to safety. Willie said that Cody had taken really good care of her and that she was going to be all right. Sierra knew better. If they managed to do half of the things that they had threatened her with, Jordon was never going to be okay.
Sierra kicked her feet in the water. Days were ticking by. They managed to get to the city and get the last of the fittings done. It was less than two weeks to their wedding day and those two animals were still loose. So far, Cody and the others were okay.
They were sending Joseph with Jordon to come straight here tonight. It was almost dark and the ambulance had just pulled in. She wished that Cody would have come but he didn’t. He and William were going in after them.
Annie came down and Emily was right behind her. They sat quietly on either side of their friend. Sierra had become withdrawn a little more each day. She wasn’t losing it. She was quiet.
Josh was watching from the deck. He watched over Sierra like his life depended on it. He knew where her head was and it scared him to death.
Ron walked out of the house with Marty and turned and looked at his adopted son. “Josh, I’ll watch them for a while. Why don’t you go and get Bo and both of you guys give Jake and Shelby an update.” He wanted Josh to take a much-needed break. Every morning that he came back from the island, Josh was awake and on guard duty. They had two security guards but Josh was constantly close to Sierra and Marty. He was always on guard to protect his brother’s family.
Josh just stared at him for a minute. “Okay.” He said flatly and turned obediently to go into the house. He hoped everyone knew to watch Sierra closely. She was only quiet and shy around crowds normally. Now, she was just very quiet and very withdrawn.
“Josh, it’s going to be okay.” Ron told him. Josh had dark circles under his eyes again. He was a worried boy.
“I hope so, Pa, Sierra isn’t acting too great. She’s too quiet. She isn’t smiling. I’d rather see her losing it than this. She’s withdrawing. Pa, I did the same thing. This has got to end and it has to end soon.” He said and started to walk inside. “Cody will kill him if he gets a chance. You know that, right?”
“Maybe Josh. William is just as angry. Jordon is his cousin. The guys will do what they can but if they can’t bring them back alive, they’ll bring them back. We have to trust them to do what has to be done.” Ron looked at Josh. He was worried about his brother. He had been such a strong young man. He had worked nonstop to keep the babies happy and keep an eye on everyone. He kept his word to his brother and the strain was showing. “Go on, Buddy. Take a break.” He said quietly.
Then he heard the wave runner in the distant. Everyone headed to the dock and Sierra was at the shoreline waiting.
Jordon fell into Sierra’s arms. She looked pretty bad but it was obvious that the guys had taken really good care of her. She smiled at Sierra. “You have a very nice young man, Sierra. He is such a gentleman.” Sierra and Annie got on either side of her to help her to the ambulance.
Joseph watched them. This could have happened to any of the girls. He couldn’t help but be relieved that it hadn’t happened to Annie or Sierra or Emily. Cody told them about the major damage. He couldn’t imagine a human being inflicting that kind of pain on anyone. “How are the girls, Mr. Austin?” He asked quietly.
“I think they’re doing pretty good. Annie and Emily have stayed close to Sierra and that’s helped. They miss you guys. Can you tell us what’s been happening?” And the men and boys stood there while Joseph filled them in.
“Jordon has been badly brutalized and Cody did the best he could with her. She trusted him right off the bat, so he took the lead and she has talked freely. I think eventually, she will be okay. He has a way with people, you know?” He looked at Josh and watched him shake his head in agreement.
“Cody and William have gone to the island where Robert and Sheldon are. Jordon had taken their boat, so unless they found another way, they are still there. She said that Sheldon had two gunshot wounds…one in his thigh muscle and another one that went straight through the right side. He’s lost a lot of blood and infection has probably already set in. She hit Robert over the head with a cast iron skillet and laid him out. That’s how she escaped. She only got as far as our island because the storm was so bad and she was really in a lot of pain. She was in such bad shape that we all thought it was a miracle that she made it to us. It had to be sheer will power that led her to us. She saw our light and prayed that we would help.” He looked around to catch Annie’s leap into his arms. “Man, I’ve missed you! Hello beautiful.” He said and for the first time ever, he kissed her in front of Willie. When he looked up and saw Willie smiling at him, he realized what he did. “Sorry.” He mumbled.
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